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Abstract
Mass shootings in the United States have become common, as has the media response to them. 
This novel investigates the fictional story of one such shooting and the life of its perpetrator, 
Gray Jenkins, in the weeks leading up to the attack. Using alternating points of view, it begins 
with Gray’s life in New York with flashbacks to his Virginia childhood and abusive 
relationship with older brother, James. The narrative moves to Gray’s childhood home and 
investigates the perspectives of his family as they encounter him for the first time in three 
years. In the final sec-tion of the novel, a curated collection of news media and journal entries 
from Gray’s mother, Carolyn, tells the post-attack story. This novel explores themes of blame, 
guilt, and regret as it grapples with the contemporary problem of mass tragedy in the United 
States.
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Three Weeks Before
1
Family of Origin
James was five by then and as skinny and unpredictable as the lick of a flame. I imagine 
him picking at his food with fragile fingers, black beneath the nails because he refused to wash 
before he came to the table. He crumples his lips up toward his nose and flicks bite-sized pieces 
of meatloaf off his plate, whining that it’s too hot. Dad looks at him sternly as Mom scoops each 
piece back onto the plate, then pulls it close to her. She blows on it.
“We’ll cool it down,” she says and winks at James.
It’s mid-September and Virginia has been hitting heat records for over a week. The 
Heatwave from Hades, they’re calling it on the news, didn’t blow in from the West or the South, 
but came straight up from below. Molten, they’re saying. James has watched it all day from the 
window, the way it rises in a mirage-like blurriness off the pavement on their suburban street. At 
dinner, even the plates are sweating, slipping across the tabletop when prodded with a fork. Mom 
wipes damp bangs across her forehead. She's left the back door open, but Dad insists they lock 
the front. He reminds her that they don’t live in the country anymore.
Only Benny, locked in a high-chair at the far end of the table, hasn’t lost his appetite.
He’s only three but he’s already got biceps bigger than James’s thighs and legs that dimple 
around the knee. He spent the day in the bathtub and didn’t cry once. H e ’llplay sports, Dad 
announces proudly whenever a neighbor comments on his size.
“He’ll eat us out of house and home!” Mom teases as she grips the table with sweating 
palms and launches herself to standing. Dad leans over to swipe Benny’s already-empty plate, 
then hands it to Mom, who’s resting all-day-tired arms on the bulge of an eight-months-pregnant 
belly. She sighs as she takes the plate.
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“What do you think, James?” she says. “Do you think the baby will eat as much as Benny
does?”
James shrugs and presses the tines of his fork vertically against his pile of mashed 
potatoes. He’s creating a fence, a potato perimeter. They’re his potatoes now.
Mom turns and waddles toward the counter. Her thighs squish and squeak against one 
another under the only dress — a nightgown, really — that she could bare to put on today. At 
least moving stops the sweat from trickling down her legs, itching at the backs of her knees. She 
wishes that Dad would just buy an air conditioner, though she doesn't say so. Instead, she says 
for the third time since he got home from work, “Whew! This heat!” and sighs. He looks at her 
narrowly, but doesn’t say anything as she scoops rehydrated potatoes from a green, plastic bowl 
onto Benny’s plate and adds half a slice of meatloaf before she turns back to the table.
Oh, she hopes this one’s a girl. She so wants a girl.
“How about Ella?” she says to Dad as she hands him the plate and eases back into her 
chair. She presses a damp dishtowel to her blotchy chest and smiles. It’s hopeful, being pregnant. 
She likes to think about the whole, little family going on bike rides, picnics, beach vacations. She 
hasn’t managed these outings with the first two, but after this one is born, she thinks, after this 
one the family will be complete. Jim, her husband, will get a promotion. He’ll finally start his 
own business. They’ll eat real potatoes. She looks up at him. “Or Mirabelle?” she asks.
“Mm,” Dad says. Not that it matters to him, but he thinks a more normal name would be 
better. Something like Sarah or Jenny for a girl. Carl, Sam, something to help the kid fit in. Nose 
to the grindstone, that’s what Dad says. A name doesn’t get you anywhere unless it’s Rockefeller 
or Reagan, he likes to say.
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“Goshamagoo,” says James, almost quiet and very serious. His potato fortress is 
complete and he lowers his head to squint from behind it, eyes narrow on Mom.
Dad returns a dripping forkful of meatloaf to his plate. Mom leans back in her chair and 
takes a deep breath. She rests her hands on her belly and looks at James. “What do you need, 
sweetheart?”
“Goshamagoo!” he shouts. It’s a made-up word that he’s been using for months to mean 
just about anything. If he says it quick, it’s a command. If he says it slow, a persuasion. This 
time, it sounds like a threat.
“James!” Dad says, pounding his fork-holding fist on the table and spraying bits of 
meatloaf across his plate. “Enough,” he says. “Say what you mean.”
Mom slides a hand across the table toward Dad. She holds his wrist: no more pounding.
“Sweetheart?” she says to James. “What do you need?”
He stares bullets and chews on air. He watches her. Will she cross the line? He makes his 
breath heave small then big in his bird-bone chest. He makes it sound like a sandstorm when it 
comes out of him. She’d better not —
Mom stands up, no pulling at the table this time, and walks with perfect posture around to 
James. Sweat has soaked a tent-shaped imprint of her legs into the skirt of her dress. She exhales 
as she crouches down next to her son, her heat-swollen fingers gripping the back of his chair.
“Look at me,” she says, her face level with his expanding chest. They breathe in rhythm, 
Mom and James — she for calm, he for momentum.
“James,” she says and takes one deep breath. “Look. At. Me.”
“James!” Dad shouts.
4
And that does it. James rips the fork off his plate and tears it tines first across Mom’s 
chest, three white lines like claws chasing his fist. He lifts and grips the shaft of his weapon so 
hard that his fingernails break the skin in his palm. He sucks his lips hard against his baby teeth, 
deep-breathing, faster now, and pauses. He draws Mom into eye contact and then stabs full-force 
into the shelf of her stomach.
I’m sure she screamed and I’m sure Dad jumped and I know James would’ve pulled 
back for a second shot. But Mom caught his wrist too quick.
Years later, she’d tell me that she hardly felt it. The fork was metal, but it was dull, she’d
say.
“You’re the one who felt it,” Mom would tell me and wink.
It’s my earliest memory: the first time my brother attacked me. He got me on my right 
shin, just below the knee where I’m still sensitive to being touched. I must have been used to 
prodding by then, from the doctor check-ups and the ladies at church who’d feel the shape and 
tell my mother she’d finally have her girl. But the feeling was different that afternoon. I knew — 
so sudden and so sharp — that this was danger.
Mom would tell the rest. That she grabbed James by both wrists and turned him to face 
her. She held him there, looking into his eyes with a steadiness that calmed his breathing. James 
was a boy that barely gained weight but grew an inch a month on string-bean legs, so there was a 
time when you could hold him still and actually get control.
And then Mom’s water broke. That’s what she meant when she said that I felt it. The 
kitchen erupted all over again — the first contraction ripped from her a scream that the neighbors 
heard, that sent her back on her crouched heels, back onto her back, rolling this way and that,
5
gripping her knees tight under her belly, moaning. James watched the amniotic fluid blossom 
across her dress, watched it seep and puddle under her. She writhed on the kitchen tile. He began 
to cry.
“What’s happening?” he asked, watching Mom but addressing Dad, who’d scrambled not 
to her side but to the phone that was mounted on the wall by the fridge. This was not how the 
other births had begun.
“Calling the doctor!” he shouted but before he got through, Mrs. Sullivan was knocking 
on the kitchen door, shading her eyes to see into the house. She tried the knob, tried pressing 
with a shoulder, knocked again. Dad, with the phone pinned under his neck, took a step into the 
middle of the kitchen and leaned to unlock the deadbolt.
“We heard!” Mrs. Sullivan said as she rushed in to help Mom sit up. The contraction was 
over — worst one of the day, Mom would tell me, though they’re supposed to get worse as they 
go. But she hadn’t even packed a hospital bag yet and there was no one for the boys. She was 
breathing hard and Mrs. Sullivan, who had four kids herself, was rubbing her back.
“I’ll stay,” Dad volunteered, unloading a drawerful of dishtowels onto the floor around 
Mom. “I’ll pack your bag and I’ll bring the boys. Connie?” he said to Mrs. Sullivan. Dad hates 
hospitals the way he hates all large institutions — their opaque regulations, how they forget that 
they’re serving people.
“Of course,” said Mrs. Sullivan. “I’ll drive you in, Carolyn. I’ll stay until Jim gets there. 
No time at all.”
Meanwhile, James was crying over his plate of uneaten meatloaf, his eyes rubbed pink 
and wet. Benny, who hardly ever cried, began to wail.
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“Oh, my boys!” Mom said, almost laughing as Mrs. Sullivan helped her to stand. She 
waddled over, wetter, stickier, and more fragile than before, her face and chest flushed the color 
of new bruises. “It’s ok,” she explained to them, both hands on her belly. “The baby’s coming.”
I was born at 7:52 that night, just two-and-a-half hours after the first contraction. Six 
pounds, two ounces, which isn’t bad for a thirty-six-week-old baby. I was a boy and Mom 
worked hard not to seem disappointed. She told me that I hardly cried when I came out, that I 
was born with my eyebrows angled into each other. So serious, she’d say.
My father got to the hospital around 7:30, pulling Benny by his chubby little hand and 
carrying James, who was still crying. Dad handed them off to Mrs. Sullivan, who set them in a 
chair in the corner of the hospital room and waved goodbye and hurried out to let the family have 
their reunion.
“James thought he’d killed you,” Dad whispered as he kissed Mom first on the forehead, 
then on her mouth. “He thought he started the whole thing.”
Mom smiled. When the nurses brought me in, she hobbled out of bed and let James (still 
whimpering) hold me before anyone else.
“See, honey?” she said to him. “Everyone’s fine.”
He looked at her and he looked at me. He stopped crying, she’d tell me, and he looked at 
me so sweetly. I was swaddled up and sleeping and he cradled me just right, letting my bottom 
rest on his toothpick thighs. Benny sidled over next to him, mimicking with a stuffed-animal 
rabbit. He cradled its neck and back end. He looked sweetly into its face.
And that’s when it came to her, Mom would tell me. Gray. She named me Gray. Unusual 
and strong, she’d say. Not black or white, but in the middle. Her little peacemaker.
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I asked for this story over and over again as a kid, I think in part because of how she’d 
look at me at the end. Her little peacemaker, she’d say, and she’d smile with her lips pursed and 
blush, as if love or relief were spreading through her. We weren’t a family that said “I love you” 
and that’s the closest I ever got with her.
But I also liked the story, I think, because I liked to hear that James could cry. Usually 
when I asked her to tell it, it was because James had just come after me again. We’d be in the 
kitchen, Mom and I, and I’d be holding an ice pack to the side of my ribs, about tee-ball height, 
the height of James’s baseball swing. Or she’d be leaning over me, picking bloodied gravel out 
of my palms with tweezers she kept in a kitchen drawer. James would be in a brief timeout on the 
stairs, shouting and stomping and pounding the walls and she’d have to speak up so I could hear 
her. I’d have to stop crying.
That James could cry, that he could feel fear watching Mom struggle. That he felt, once, 
the way I did every time they left us home alone or sent us outside to “play.” I just needed to 
know that he cried, that he was vulnerable, that he wasn’t always the way I knew him and 
therefore could, Mom had convinced me, could get better if I just held on.
<><><>
It’s been twenty-six years since that day, the time he cried and cradled a baby. It’s been 
over two years since I last spoke to him (or to Benny or Dad, for that matter). Mom calls pretty 
regularly to update me on what hasn’t changed back in Virginia. Benny’s still doing construction. 
He’s dating a girl — a new one, but the same type: pretty, dumb, and kind to Mom. James still 
lives in the basement. He works in “computer technologies,” she tells me, on a college campus. 
Dad has the same job that he’s had for thirty years, doing retail for an office supply chain. He’s
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still unhappy and Mom, still, is optimistic. If he could just find something, she tells me, 
somewhere to dedicate all his intellectual energy. Like you have, she says.
Like I have. Like my career is some hobby that Dad could pick up at age sixty- 
something. She asks about work and I say it’s fine. Everyone at church asks about me all the 
time, she tells me. H ow’syour New Yorker? they ask her and I’m sure she laughs and blushes and 
tells them about my work in international development. She says it with clear annunciation, not 
expecting them to know what it means. He’s helping poor people all over the world, she tells 
them, like a good Christian. That’s her Gray, she says.
I don’t correct her because, poor Mom, I’m the only one she really gets to be proud of.
It’s international development, but it’s not straight aid work, not “helping poor people” in the 
classic, condescending, Christian way. We focus on whole economies and we look at the long- 
run, at building sustainable systems that do more than feed orphans or build schools. I’ve said it 
to her before, but it doesn’t compute. She has her own way of thinking about things and once 
she’s settled on her explanation, the one that fits the life she thinks she leads, it’s hard for her to 
shift. Her eldest son was a difficult child, but look at him now — he works for a university! And 
her youngest, he saves children in Africa.
It was Friday morning and I was waiting for the Q train, headed into work, when my 
phone rang. I pulled it out of my messenger bag. It was Mom. Normally she calls in the evening, 
when she knows I’ll be off of work, or on the weekend. I almost didn’t answer it and then I 
started thinking the worst, the way I do sometimes. James still lived at home, after all. What if it 
was Benny saying he’d stopped by the house for a coffee before work and found our parents 
stabbed to death on their bedroom floor, blood soaked into the wall-to-wall carpeting? Or what if
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it was Dad saying that James had finally lost it over breakfast and Mom was in the ambulance. I 
should get down there —
“Mom?” I said when I answered the phone. It was windy on the platform so I wove back 
toward the stairs, hurried down.
“Hey, Gray. Hey, it’s James. How are you?”
I stopped on the stairwell, which was damp and cold and smelled like iron. I held the
railing.
“Hi,” I said. “Fine.”
“It’s been a while.”
“Uh-huh.”
Two years and four months since I’d visited Virginia between graduating college and 
moving to New York. Did he remember that? Did he remember the things he’d said to me? I was 
supposed to stay two weeks but I left after four days.
“Mom says hi,” he said. “She gave me your number.”
“Is everything ok?
“Yeah, of course. Everything’s fine.”
He sounded so casual that it scared me. Isn’t that what sociopaths do? Fool people by 
acting calm and collected? I heard the train coming in upstairs, the bouldering rumble, the shriek 
of the brakes as it pulled into the station.
“Sorry to call so early, but I’ve got something to tell you.”
Here it was. It was coming. I looked around, suddenly nervous that some other commuter 
might overhear. What had he done? What fucked up thing was he calling to tell me?
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“I’m getting married,” he said.
“What?”
“I’m getting married,” he said and laughed. Giggled, actually, like a little boy. “I asked 
Sarah to marry me last night. We’re getting married.”
He’s getting married. James is getting married. Wedding next summer, he told me. 
Engagement party next weekend.
“Sarah who?”
“Sarah Graham. You remember, from church? You were Joseph when she was Mary in 
the pageant that one year. Remember?”
Sarah Graham. She had an older sister who was good at everything, even went to an Ivy 
League school. But Sarah was homely and quiet. She had thick, black hair that she parted down 
the middle and wore in a low ponytail. She kept her head down, walked like she only ever looked
one step ahead. We had a real baby as Jesus in the pageant that year and it wailed in her arms the
entire time. I was so mad. Aren’t girls supposed to know how to hold a baby?
“We’d really like you to be there,” James said. “Next Saturday night at Mom and Dad’s. 
Just the two families.”
“The wedding?” I said, or shouted, rather. The train was pulling out.
“The engagement party. Are you there?”
“Yeah yeah. I’m — I’m on my way to work. I just — surprised.”
“Yeah. Well you can call Mom and let her know about the party.”
“OK.”
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Then we were quiet, just an open phone-line. A little white kid looped around the top of 
the stairwell and blasted down it, one hand on the railing, laughing, a woman chasing him yelling 
Stop! I stepped back, off the railing, just before he crashed into me. I was still holding the phone 
and the woman looked at me like I was some kind of criminal for not stopping her kid.
“Congratulations?” James asked.
“Huh?” I said, watching the woman go past, seeing her grab the kid by his wrist and 
smack him across the face with his own little hand. He waited a beat, then burst into tears as she 
picked him up and carried him, wailing, back up the stairs.
“Congratulations. You could say congratulations'’
“Oh,” I said. “Right. Congratulations, James.”
I thought about adding “It’s really exciting” or “I wish you all the best” — anything off a 
Hallmark card. But I’m no liar.
“OK,” he said. “Well. Maybe see you next weekend.”
“OK,” I said and hung up the phone.
The First Straw
The founder of For People announced on Friday that we’re restructuring the organization. 
She came in from a board meeting at two and called all fifteen analysts to the conference room. 
We’re too many for that space so a couple of people stood by the door and a couple more 
crowded around the bookshelf on the far wall. I got a seat on the near side of the table across 
from the one, long window that we have in the office. It’s February in New York, so the window
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does little more than frame tall shadows as they make their way with the sun over the building 
across the street.
I rested my hands on my stomach, the back of my neck on the top of the chair. It was 
Friday afternoon and an all-office meeting was the equivalent of being done for the day. Just lean 
back and look like you’re listening. That’s what I was thinking anyway.
“The good news,” said Megan, the founder, who stood at the head of the table, “is that 
our model is working. We’re achieving impacts in every one of our regions and we’re recruiting 
partner-constituents at a rate we never could’ve anticipated.”
She smiled broadly and looked around the conference room. We’re all young — two or 
three years out of college — and we work hard. You could see a couple of people, the newer 
ones, already itching to get back to their desks, listening but composing emails in their heads. 
They tapped the table with painted fingernails, the floor with tassled loafers..
“The challenge,” Megan said, her hands clasped tight in front of her stomach, her loose, 
white blouse quaking with the emphasis she put into her words. “A good challenge that I and the 
board have identified is that we’re outgrowing our structure. I can’t oversee every project 
anymore and also do all our media and donor relations,” she said and took a step back, put her 
left hand on the lip at the bottom of the whiteboard. She was dressed like a mannequin in a 
Banana Republic display window — her top tucked into tight, black pants cropped just above a 
pair of healed, suede boots. She finished business school at Sloan three-and-a-half years ago and 
For People was her senior project. The idea was basic entrepreneurship stuff, but she wanted to 
use a pretty aggressive model in developing countries. Not aid, she said, but small business
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management. She won an award that came with start-up capital and MIT’s network of donors, 
which gave her enough to open an office in Manhattan a year later.
“Meanwhile,” Megan went on, “We can’t ask you all to take on more and more 
responsibility as the work itself grows. It’s exciting, but we’ve simply got more work than our 
current structure can handle,” she said.
It was a fair point. When I started almost two-and-a-half years ago, we were just five 
analysts working in six countries. Three of the analysts moved on this summer — to master’s 
degrees and law school. It’s just Francis and I left, plus thirteen others who all joined in the last 
eighteen months. Francis talks about leaving every other week — something that pays better, 
that’ll pay for business school, even. Something that doesn’t give you the responsibilities of a 
manager and then treat you like a gopher. That’s what he’s always said.
Megan took a deep breath and let it all out on the words: “So we’re restructuring.”
The suspense she put into the sentence filled the room and froze it. No more tapping on 
the table.
“In addition to me, we’ll now have four regional managers who will oversee and advise 
on all your projects. They’ll also be working on donor communications and strategic planning 
for For People.” She paused, pulled her hair over one shoulder and looked at each of us. Some 
kind of valuing strategy I’m sure they teach in the non-profit track at business school. “I called 
this meeting because I want to be completely transparent with you,” she said. “This is an 
important move that we want to make together.”
I raised my hand. “So you’re splitting us into four regions,” I said. “Africa, South 
America, Pacific ...”
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“Yes,” Megan said, stepping forward off the wall. “And India. We’ll have one manager 
for India since it’s our fastest-expanding region.”
“But we only have one analyst on India,” I said, looking around the room for Francis. It 
was getting hot in there with the door shut and a single window that doesn’t open. “You’re going 
to hire a manager for Francis?” I asked.
Megan tucked her lips between her teeth before responding, and suddenly I realized.
They were promoting Francis and hiring analysts under him. They weren’t hiring managers, they 
were promoting people. I found Francis standing by the door in his v-neck sweater, hands in his 
pockets, lips pursed. He didn’t look at me. He already knew. The ones getting promoted already 
knew.
“We’ll get to the specifics,” Megan said, a hand on the empty chair in front of her. “But I 
want to talk first about the strategy behind the new structure, if that’s ok. And,” she said, looking 
directly at me, “there’ll be time for questions at the end.”
I nodded and sat back in my chair. I’d been there longer than anyone, even Francis. He’d 
started in the fall when I’d already started that summer. I’d trained him on procedures, had even 
given him a practice run on one of my Gambia projects, then had to clean up after he botched 
communication with a government official we needed for permitting. How was it possible that all 
of this had been going on, and no one had said anything to me?
Megan went on about division of responsibilities, efficient time management, 
collaboration. All the buzzwords. I sat it out for maybe ten minutes until finally I just had to get 
some water. It had to have been eighty degrees in there. So I got up and made my way toward the 
door, where Francis was still standing, hands in his pockets, full attention on Megan like he
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hadn’t heard this before. Like he’d never complained that her voice is whiney, that she dresses 
like we ought to be paying attention. Like he’d never said that he’s too good for non-profits. I 
stood in front of him and waited. Francis’s mother is Indian, so he has those dark, deep-set 
features. In the right light, he can look villainous. I felt the tension climb like a tower between us. 
He might have six inches on me, but I wasn’t about to shuffle around him, excuse myself out the 
door. Megan stopped talking for a second and he acted like he’d just noticed me and finally 
stepped aside. I left.
I don’t know. I guess I felt betrayed. It’s hard news, when you’ve been working your ass 
off, to hear that you’re basically getting demoted. Francis had hinted nothing to me and Megan 
didn’t even have the courtesy to pull me aside beforehand. She had to do it in front of everyone, 
let everyone witness my humiliation.
I grabbed my mug from my cubicle and walked over to the water cooler. What it also 
meant, I’d realized, was that one of the very new kids was about to become my boss. I was going 
to have to work under someone that I’d trained.
No water in the cooler. Who finishes the water and then doesn’t put a new bottle on? It’s 
just frustrating, everyone in here pretending to be some kind of saint and then clearly not really 
caring about anything except their own self-interest. It’s all for show — not a single real, 
authentic person in here.
I walked back to my desk and put my mug down, then went back to the cooler. There was 
a full bottle right there on the floor. All you had to do was take the empty one off and flip the full 
one into the dispenser. Granted, they are five-gallon bottles so no one expects Megan to go 
throwing her yoga weight into it.
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I took the empty one off, uncapped the full one, and wiped around the opening with a 
paper towel. At that point I was really missing the meeting but what could I do? It was going to 
look like I’d walked out because of what was being discussed, not because I needed water. Not 
my fault.
I lifted the full bottle (shit, they’re heavy), got it propped on my knee so I could start to 
lean/pour it into the dispenser. Being short doesn’t help at times like this. I tried to prop it higher 
on my thigh, started to pour and then I had to flip or the cooler was going to overflow and I 
flipped and it gushed everywhere. The goddamn bottle cracked. Five gallons in a spurting 
waterfall all over the office floor. Jesus Christ.
Someone must’ve heard it from the conference room because Francis (of all people) and 
Allie slipped out to “help” me.
“What happened?” Francis whispered, jogging over lifeguard-style and grabbing the roll 
of paper towels off of the microwave. Allie ran to the bathroom for more.
“Fucking bottle cracked,” I said, watching the edge of the water stain advance quickly 
across the carpet. It was spreading under the wheels of Francis’s chair, nearing the stash of 
loafers he kept under his desk. I was trying to hope it didn’t get there, but also kind of hoping it 
did. I mean, I felt guilty even though it wasn’t my fault.
Allie came back and they were both on their knees, trying to pat five gallons of water into 
double layers of paper towels. Allie’s a little bit older than me — took some time off after college 
and started at For People the year after I did. She and Francis pal around like we’re all still in 
high school.
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“Shit,” Allie said. “I noticed a crack in that bottle, that’s why I didn’t replace it. But I 
should’ve left a note or something.”
“Ya think?” I said. I couldn’t help it. Everything was a mess.
“Listen guys,” I said finally as Allie was getting up to run for more towels. “Let’s worry 
about this later. It’s important to Megan that we’re in that meeting.”
They both agreed, left a layer of towels on the floor, and we all went back in.
Well. They’re moving Zachariah off my Senegal projects and over to India, which means 
I’ll be understaffed. Then they’re hiring two more analysts for India, “our fastest-expanding 
region.” I guess I get it but if we’ve having so much success that we’re having to add a layer of 
infrastructure, why not expand in every region? Why make West Africa suffer for India’s sake?
Or maybe that’s a more philosophical question than Megan can tackle with her business degree. I 
should be glad she didn’t try to move me. But did they tell Zachariah beforehand? I saw the way 
he smirked, how Francis gave him a nod when Megan announced that move. How many people 
in this office knew and didn’t say shit?
Oh, and who did she make regional manager for Africa? I almost lost it when she 
announced this one. Allie. Allie who doesn’t even think to leave a note on a cracked water bottle. 
Allie who I trained last summer, who took all of three semesters of French in college (“But I 
know Latin, so ...”). Allie’s been trying to teach herself Excel for over a year. Maybe she was 
trying to do gender balance or something, since Allie’s the only woman who got promoted. I kind 
of get that but if she knew where I came from, what I did to get here —
18
But she doesn’t, I know, and I don’t want her to. All I wanted was a little respect. Let me 
know beforehand, give me a chance to make my case. I’d apologize to Megan for whatever it is 
she has against me. It’s not even what she did that’s got me so worked up — it’s how she did it.
She did take questions at the end, though I didn’t dare pose any. The new guy who’s been 
working on southern Africa wanted to know whether analysts could apply to switch regions. 
Megan chewed on this for a while, made a lot of eye contact with Allie and with Francis, but 
finally agreed. So he’ll leave and for the next two quarters at least, all I’m going to be doing is 
training new staff, some of whom will get promoted above me in another six months.
I know that’s ridiculous. It sounds like I’m exaggerating. But how can you not feel 
cynical after a meeting like that? Plus it had me thinking about my father, who made a career of 
getting passed over, ignored, insulted. And I’m just so afraid of turning into him.
The meeting was over by 4:15 and I shut down my station and left. Allie tried to intercept 
me at the elevator on her way back from the bathroom with even more paper towels. She said 
something about collaboration and being really excited. But she was probably the last person I 
could face right then. I just wanted to be alone.
<><><>
When I was about nine, I took to reading in the closet in my bedroom. I’d gotten Benny 
to help me staple a red, flannel sheet two feet off the ground into all three walls of the closet so 
that I had this tiny, reddish-dark nook underneath. I’d pull my comforter in for padding and I had 
a flashlight and I’d tied a piece of blue yarn to the doorknob so that I could pull it shut behind 
me. I’d turn on the light and start in on To Kill a Mockingbird or My Side o f the Mountain. 
Hatchet was my favorite for a long time, probably right up until we read Lord o f the Flies in
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eighth grade. I liked fantasizing about James and me on that island, how he wouldn’t know what 
to do or what was coming because he'd never read the book. And he’d have to listen to me.
From the age of nine to about thirteen, I’d curl up in that closet for hours every evening. 
Just me and my books, I thought. I thought a lot of myself for liking to read, for being good in 
school. Benny didn’t have that and neither did James, so it made me special. James teased me for 
it, even managed to lock me in that closet a couple of times by pushing my bed up against the 
door. But he never opened it and never tried to drag me out. I don’t know why, but it was like 
some kind of sacred space. That’s probably why I read so much.
It was during this period that Dad left his job to open his own shop in a strip mall a
couple of miles from our house. It was a stationary shop, of course, as he’d worked in office 
supply retail since James was born. He didn’t seem to take into account that there was no 
demand for specialty paper or eight-dollar pens in our neighborhood. The shops he shared a 
parking lot with included a discount car insurance dealer, a pediatrician with a big MEDICAID 
sign posted in the window, a take-out pizza place that was open late and that, it was widely 
known, had been shut down a few years earlier because an inspector had found rats in the 
kitchen. Dad’s shop was in between the doctor and a salon called “Hair-’Em” that blasted aerosol 
fumes through the ventilation system that all the storefronts shared.
And yet, Dad was thrilled. He was no longer home for dinner, since he was his only 
employee. His own boss, he’d say proudly, then laugh: and his own accountant, custodian, and 
paycheck distributor. He didn’t get paychecks, of course, because he’d figured we could make it
eight months, maybe a year, until the shop got on its feet.
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Every night for that one year, he got home at eight or nine, as I was getting ready for bed. 
He’d come through the front door like a blast of wind, shouting a greeting into the house. Mom 
would go to the door and take his briefcase, in which he carried who-knows-what except the 
image he was building of himself and maybe a business envelope with the average fifteen dollars 
in cash that he made each day from women at the salon who sent their kids over for candy. While 
Mom put his things away, he’d go to the kitchen and put the dinner that she’d prepared for him in 
the microwave without even removing the cellophane. And then, instead of sitting at the table to 
eat, he’d walk around the house with the plate held up to his collarbone, a fork for a shovel in his 
right hand. He’d roam and eat, chew and talk to himself or to us. He was so just pleased with 
himself, with having finally gone out on his own, that he couldn’t slow down at the end of the 
day.
“How was your day, Benny, buddy,” he’d ask, slipping into Benny’s bedroom, his plate 
held high. Benny’s room was next to mine on the second floor.
Benny would be absorbed in a Gameboy, still un-showered after whatever sports practice 
he’d had that afternoon. But he knew to give Dad some attention. He’d put down the game and 
say, “Hey Dad,” then respond to every question that followed. School was fine, practice was fine. 
He had a game next Tuesday if Dad wanted to come. And for once in our childhoods, you could 
half-expect Dad to actually be there because for once, he was happy.
“I might just shut the shop early,” he’d tell Ben. “I am my own boss, after all.”
I made sure not to be in my closet nook when I heard Dad coming. He’d already torn 
into me for stapling the sheet to the wall, though Mom had calmed him down, which was why I 
still had the nook. I knew he had more to say about boys who read novels, even if they were for
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school, so I’d climb out and sit at my desk when he got close. I’d write myself simple math 
problems so that he could at least look over and see me doing numbers.
“Tock tock!” he’d say as he pushed my bedroom door wide open and strode in. He was a 
tall man and skinny, which made him seem even taller. He wore pleated, blue slacks and a bright 
white dress shirt, the collar of which he unbuttoned only to eat. He’d never in his life worked 
outdoors — a step up from his father, he said — but he had thick, leathery-looking skin that even 
in those days hung heavy under his eyes.
“Whatchyou up to, Graybe?” he’d say, shoveling a forkful of steamed vegetables into his 
mouth. Graybe was a name that James made up to tease me for being small. He might’ve been 
skinny, but at least he got Dad’s height. I never made it past 5’4” and Graybe (reminiscent of 
“baby” but also “maybe” as in: maybe Graybe’s got a dick or maybe he’d rather have one 
pumping in his ass) became a sort of nickname that even our parents started to use.
He wanted to know how school was going, what classes I’d had that day. I knew he’d had 
a good day if he asked what I was reading but otherwise, he wanted to know about quiz grades in 
spelling and math, and whether I had any new friends. It was middle school and I knew kids I 
could sit with at lunch. But otherwise I was pretty friendless.
He’d look over my shoulder and see me doing long division, the occasional square-root, 
and start telling me about what I could do for him in the shop once I got a little older.
“Oh yeah,” he’d say, pointing at my paper with his fork. “You’ll be great on inventory, 
maybe even a little bit of accounting. You can come in on Sundays and help with ordering and 
stocking, too,” he’d say and wink at me the way only Mom ever did.
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It would’ve been terrible, of course. Dad put on this businessman air, but he had no idea 
what he was doing and was too proud to try to learn. He kept the same products on his shelves 
for months even though none of it sold. He never tried to change, never tried to analyze his 
customer base and adjust. I mean, he didn’t get even the most basic business principles. If I had 
worked for him, I probably would’ve been dusting shelves. But back then, I built up a whole 
fantasy about it. I imagined going in after school, on the weekends, telling him to take a break, 
put his feet up while I ran the register. He’d argue a little bit, but eventually give in and sit 
behind the counter and tell me stories about his childhood or give me advice or tell me I was 
doing a good job. I was a timid kid — really self-conscious, always unsure. I needed approval 
and reinforcement from others all the time. And I got it from Mom, but never from Dad.
He’d catch me forgetting to carry the remainder, or he’d try to teach me decimals before 
we ever did it in school. He’d put his plate of food, half-eaten, on the floor of my bedroom and 
lean over me to point out what I was doing wrong.
“See, Graybe,” he’d say. “You keep making the same mistakes over and over again.”
He’d grab the pencil out of my hand and, without speaking, write over whatever numbers 
I’d miscalculated. What’s ironic is that I’m good at math, I just couldn’t pay attention to it while 
he paced my room and talked at me between mouthfuls of food.
“You see it now?” he’d ask, having marked the paper with such force that it sometimes 
tore where he wrote.
“Yes,” I’d say, making sure I did in case he asked me to explain.
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He’d sigh. “Ooo-kay,” he’d say with exaggeration, as if he didn’t really believe me. And 
then he’d tell me it was time for bed and he’d leave. And still, I fantasized about the day he’d ask 
me to do his inventory.
Within six months of opening its doors, it was pretty clear that the stationary shop was 
doomed. He took out ads in the local paper, in the programs for Benny’s sports games. He even 
gave us fliers (on high-quality, color paper) to distribute at school. I’m sure he never made more 
than fifty dollars in a day and after fourteen months, he finally shut down. He tried to go back to 
his old job as supervisor at Office Plus, but they’d filled it and instead offered him an associate 
position, working on the sales floor.
After that, he started coming home much, much later, after we were all asleep. He’d 
microwave his dinner on high and then roam aimlessly through the house. You’d hear his 
business-socked feet shuffling down the hall, up the stairs, creaking on the floorboards between 
my room and Benny’s. You’d hear the oblivious tinkering of fork on plate. In the morning, Mom 
would have to walk through the house looking for that plate. He’d have put it down somewhere 
and forgotten and kept walking.
<><><>
Mom called on Friday around six, just as I was getting home from the office. I’d bought 
myself a bottle of whiskey at a corner shop by the subway because it seemed only fair that I have 
a few drinks at the end of a day like that. I’d carried the bottle home by the neck inside a paper 
bag and was wrestling one-handed with the deadbolt on the apartment door (need to tell the super 
about that) when my cellphone went off. I stopped and pulled it out of my pocket, though I really 
didn’t want to talk to anyone, and saw it was Mom and thought it was James and almost
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answered. I was upset about work and I have some things I could say to him that I sometimes 
think would make me feel better. But I resisted, the way I always have, and put the phone on 
silent and got inside.
The apartment’s tiny, just a studio, but I don’t have roommates for the first time in my 
life. I put the whiskey on the counter by the door, which I closed and locked behind me, then 
took off my shoes and jacket and hat and gloves and put them all in the broom closet there. Ice. I 
needed ice for the whiskey and I had some, I knew, but no clean glasses. I turned on the radio 
and rinsed out a mug. How much could it matter?
The sun was setting — these early February evenings — and I took my drink over to the 
couch for a view of the pink-clouded sky. I propped my elbow on the armrest and my heels on 
the windowsill. I listened as a train rumbled in and off again, a pedestrian traffic light twanged, a 
bus rattled through the corner intersection. I love New York, love the pace of it. I opened the 
window just a crack and left my feet there until I could barely feel them. The things I could do in 
this city. I leaned back, deeper into the cushions. The things I could do, if just given the 
opportunity.
The First Date
It was Mom who called on Friday night. And again on Saturday morning and again at 
noon. When the phone rang for a fourth time, I finally just answered it.
“Hi sweetheart,” she said on a full exhale. She sounded relieved. “How are you?”
“Fine,” I said. “What’s up?”
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“Oh, I’ve just been thinking of you today.”
Saturday afternoon, she’d be in the kitchen, sitting tall on one of the stools at the counter, 
an elbow propped there to hold the phone. A few weeks from now, she’d be out back prepping 
her garden beds. But she’d probably spent today cleaning James’s room or the little back closet 
that has never been big enough. She’d have her little notepad out, half a grocery list in the left 
column while, as she spoke, she traced triangles in the right.
“James said he talked to you. He told you his big news?”
“Yup,” I said.
“Isn’t it exciting? He’s so proud. He couldn’t wait to call you.”
I had my laptop out, a dozen tabs open listing jobs in everything from international 
development to accounting. “Uh-huh.”
“Well,” she said, anticipation spiking in her voice. “What do you think?”
I almost wanted to lie, tell her I was excited or that I thought it was so great. I wanted to 
hear that relief fall into her breath again. But I thought she was over-hopeful for something that 
couldn’t work out. I thought the girl must be either lying or have something wrong with her to 
have said yes. Had she thought this through? Maybe James was lying. That wouldn’t be so 
surprising. Maybe she hadn’t said yes at all. I knew James was at the very least a proven failure 
and at the worst, actually dangerous.
“I don’t know, Mom. I haven’t spoken to him in three years.”
“I know, Gray,” she said softly. “But he’s really trying to reach out.”
“Okay.”
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“Do you think you might make it on Saturday? It would mean so much to him, Gray. To 
all of us. We miss you.”
They didn’t miss me. I put my laptop on the cushion next to me and pulled my feet off 
the windowsill. Every time I go back, they make me feel like a kid again. They expect me to eat 
what’s put in front of me and not talk about things that Dad can’t speak with authority on. I’m 
supposed to stay quiet and look the other way when James has an outburst but if I so much as 
wince, they want to know what’s wrong with me. And at the end of the day, tucked into a child’s 
bed under a synthetic comforter, I wonder why I’ve never slept well in that house.
“I don’t think I can make it,” I said.
Mom sighed and it came through the phone as soft crackling. “I know that you and James 
have a history. But he has really made some big changes in his life. Can’t you give him a 
chance?”
I held the phone away and shook my head. A chance? I spent eighteen years in that house, 
giving him chance after chance after chance. I’ve got a scar cut up my calf from the ankle to the 
back of my knee to prove it. I have burn marks in circles around both my elbows. And I still get 
nightmares.
“Sweetheart?”
The apartment has this terrible wall-to-wall carpeting — speckled blue and worn down to 
its seams. I reached for a pair of socks that I’d left by the bed.
“Gray?”
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I pictured her in the kitchen, one hand on the refrigerator door, the other pressing the 
mouthpiece of the telephone closer to her lips. I knew I was being childish, but I couldn’t help it. 
This is what happens with my family; they treat me like a kid and I start acting like one.
“I can’t come, Mom. I’m busy.”
“Well. Just think about it, honey.”
She couldn’t let it go. It was ruining how she pictured this whole “James’s Renewal” 
thing. I was supposed to be the one who agreed, who made things easy. I was her little 
peacemaker.
I stood up and stretched in front of the window, felt my t-shirt pull up and expose a cool 
strip of skin around my waist. I’d been in the apartment all day applying for jobs, though mostly 
I kept thinking about what James was capable of, what this girl was getting herself into. I 
remembered the time he locked me in the bathroom for ten hours and said he had Dad’s gun 
booby-trapped at the door in case I tried to escape. How many times he’d punched me in the 
chest until I blacked out, then laughed and did it again when I came to.
“So how are you, Gray?”
“Fine, Mom,” I said. “I’m actually working right now so ...”
“Oh ... Well I’ll let you go then. I just wanted to check in.”
“OK,” I said. She was always wanting to check-in, like it was only ever about knowing I 
was ok and all the questions about work and my apartment, the how-are-yous, were a pretense.
“Think about this weekend, ok Gray? And don’t work too hard!” she added, same as 
when I was a kid, slipping upstairs to hide in a closet after school.
“Bye, Mom,” I said and hung up.
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Of course he’d have her call. I felt guilty. I pictured her back in her kitchen, disappointed, 
scribbling the triangles off of her page. Dad would be napping upstairs, or watching TV or sitting 
alone in a room and she couldn’t go to him for comfort. James wouldn’t appear until she said 
there was food. Maybe she’d distract herself by doing the shopping. Although, she hated going to 
the store on weekends.
The phone vibrated where I’d set it on the windowsill. Mom again. So I brushed my 
teeth, grabbed a jacket, and left.
<><><>
It was a nice enough day for February, blue skies and bright sun but cold. I was wearing a 
thin fleece and when I turned a corner, the wind hit me like a wall of nails. I flinched and had to 
duck close to a building to zip my jacket up through the collar. I wished I’d worn a hat and 
thought about going back but there was no way. I’d left the phone on the windowsill.
I turned right at the end of the next street and headed toward the bakery where my old 
roommate, Rebekah, used to work. We shared a one-and-a-half-bedroom a couple of blocks from 
there, in one of the cheaper buildings in Bushwick. I got the half-bedroom, which the super 
called an “office” but was actually a glorified closet with a window. There was room for a single 
mattress on the floor, plus a folding table and chair that I stacked against the wall when I wanted 
to do sit-ups or get dressed. I kept all my clothes in a duffle bag at the foot of the bed and had a 
moving box to separate out the dirty ones.
I’m not a naturally social person, so it’s nice having my own space now. But to be honest, 
I really could’ve used Bekah when my mother called for the fifth time. She’d have found the 
right thing to say, then laughed and poured me a whiskey while the phone went on ringing. Or
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she’d have answered it, actually talked to my mom and when they were done, the phone calls 
would stop. She’d done that before. Mom usually asked about her when she called — once even 
asked if we were, you know, dating? But Bekah’s a lesbian and she moved to San Francisco in 
January.
Bekah’s best friend at the bakery was a girl named Laurea. I’d come home from work and 
the two of them would be sipping cocktails from jam jars on the loveseat, watching Netflix on 
Bekah’s laptop. There’d be some kind of ethnic food simmering on the stove — curry with a 
vegetable they’d found at the Asian market, couscous with cinnamon and butter. I’m a fairly 
adventurous eater, but you couldn’t always trust those two. I’d watched Bekah scoop fuzz off the 
top of sour cream and then dollop an underneath-spoonful onto her plate. I’d listened when they 
buzz-cut under-sections of their hair in the bathroom, then laughed when they found pieces of it 
in the rice pudding. So I’d taste the food, but more importantly, I’d buy the wine. I always got 
red because I liked to watch its color rise over Laurea’s cheekbones.
I hadn’t seen her since Bekah left and I was a little nervous as I pulled open the bakery’s 
all-glass door. I didn’t really have a good excuse for showing up there, but I wanted to see her. 
Saturday afternoon, so of course there was a line snaking between the wobbly linoleum tables. I 
filed in behind an old man wearing a long, camel-colored trench coat. I peaked around him and 
there she was, at the register, her strawberry-blond hair pulled back into a high bun. She has 
freckles that start just above her eyebrows and go you-wonder-where when they sprinkle down 
her face and funnel under the crew-neck of her bakery t-shirt.
When I got to the front of the line, she was so glad to see me. It had been so long! I 
ordered a latte and a biscotti. The bakery is known for their pastries (croissants in particular), but
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butter gives me acne and it’s not good for you anyway. I got out my wallet, but Laurea just 
winked and sidestepped over to the espresso machine without ringing me up. She pushed her 
sleeves past her elbows as she gathered and clanked all the espresso tools together.
“New tattoo?” I asked. It was a bracelet around the middle of her left forearm, words in 
Spanish.
“Oh,” she said, pausing and noticing her wrist as if she’d forgotten it was hers. “Thanks. 
Yeah,” she smiled and a light rose in her face. “Took me forever to come up with it. But it’s 
Neruda,” she said, running her finger over the Spanish like it was brail.
A co-worker came out from the back and slid behind her to get over to the register.
“Oops!” Laurea said, shuffled right and disappeared behind the espresso machine.
I liked that she still worked there, that she hadn’t quit after almost three years when 
Bekah had only lasted one. Bekah used to complain all the time. But Laurea’s loyal — that’s one 
of the things I like about her.
The steamer garbled and screeched and I turned away, looked around the bakery. It’s a 
place you’d expect to be a mom-and-pop deal — a little run-down, barely decorated and never 
updated. The walls are baby-blue and scuffed from the floor all the way up to the counter. The 
linoleum tables teeter on peeling, linoleum tiling. But the smells. Fresh bread, risen and baked 
continuously, good olive oil brushed over the crust. Butter melting between layers of pastry 
dough. They’re soft smells, smells that you could fall asleep to. You think there must be a tire- 
bellied, big-breasted French lady back there with a wooden mixing spoon, a short smile, and a 
cache of recipes as old and familiar to her as wrinkles.
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But of course, no, there’s no old French lady. Not in Bushwick, not anymore. It’s a young 
American woman that bought the place off of an old couple about five years ago. She shut the 
whole thing down for six months and Laurea said everyone thought she must be doing big 
renovations inside, turning it into a real coffeeshop. Soft lighting, people thought, picture 
windows over the sidewalk and music that sways through speakers mounted high in the corners.
But you never saw a construction crew and when she re-opened six months later, nothing 
had changed. Nothing at all, not even the pastries for which people will actually travel from 
Manhattan. Apparently she spent six months in that kitchen with the previous owners, mastering 
their recipes. First the pastry doughs, then the stuffings, the sauces. They do a spinach/goat 
cheese croissant that’s been written up in the Times and a chocolate ganache that’s supposed to 
be unbeatable.
You almost have to respect her for not taking the opportunity to turn the place into some 
money-making, Starbucks-y cofffeeshop. But at the same time, what’s she doing that’s so 
radical? She tried early on to introduce a few of her own recipes. She was really into the healing 
spices, Bekah said. There was a sea salt and turmeric granola that people sometimes bought. But 
mostly her stuff just sat on the shelf. Breakfast bars with sage and cumin, oatmeal-based tarts 
with no sugar. She stopped making it all after a year or so. Just gave up, bowed to the market. 
And now she ran a bakery that was successful because people thought it hadn’t changed.
Laurea leaned around the machine with my latte and began to fit a top over the lip of the
cup.
“Oh shoot,” she said, pausing, looking up. “Did you want sugar or anything, Gray? Want 
a flavor shot?”
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She stood there with her hand cupped over my coffee, waiting for me. I blushed.
“Oh, umm. No no. No, that’s great.”
Usually I take three sugars but I didn’t want to ask. Also, she forgot my biscotti and I 
couldn’t ask because it wasn’t like I’d paid for it or anything. That’s Laurea. Sometimes she’s 
totally connected to you and to what she’s doing and then, a second later, so absent that you 
wonder if she’s living a whole other life inside herself.
“Laurea?” I said because she’d seemed to disappear behind her eyes.
“Oh —” she slid my coffee across the counter. “Well it’s really good to see you, Gray,” 
she said and smiled and it was like she was waiting for something.
“What are you doing after work?” I asked, bolder than I expected. I hadn’t gone in there 
planning to ask her out, but the moment arose and —
“Oh,” she said. She swiped at a loose piece of hair with her wrist.
“It’d be nice to hang out. I could use a friend right now,” I added and looked away, 
embarrassed by my own honesty. It had been a rough week.
“Yeah, Gray. Sure. How about Collateral? Maybe at eight?”
Collateral’s a divey bar between my place and the subway station. I’d been in with Bekah 
a couple of times when she thought we both needed some cheering up that we couldn’t afford. 
The beer was cheap, I remembered, but it was also a pretty grimy place. Smoked up, greasy 
windows and lots of middle-aged, working-class men at the bar.
“The bar?” I said. “By the subway?”
“Yeah! They’ve got popcorn.”
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That was so Laurea — to pick a bar for the popcorn and not see that she didn’t belong
there.
“How about seven?” I said because I didn’t want to go home and eight was still three 
hours away.
“Ok. But I technically get off here at seven, so be patient with me if I’m late.”
I smiled as I slipped my cup into a heat sleeve. “See you soon,” I said and she gave me a 
little wave as I turned and left.
<><><>
For two hours, I just wandered. The wind had eased up so it wasn’t miserable to be 
outside. I walked through the park, then went into a thrift store that I’ve been meaning to check 
out. They had an I  [heart] Virginia sign that I almost bought, but it would’ve just been for show.
I don’t really feel like I’m from there — I only claim it sometimes because it’s a novelty up here 
to be from “The South.” I tried on two sweaters, but they were too worn for work and too square 
for socializing with people like Laurea. Plus, I didn’t want to show up to the date with a handful 
of shopping bags.
I can’t remember James ever even looking twice at a girl. As we got older, I just assumed 
it was part of what was wrong with him, that he wasn’t capable of having those kinds of feelings. 
He spent his weekends with video games or with his one friend, David, who smelled like 
microwaved hot dogs and came over to play the same video games.
One night when he was a freshman in high school, Benny called David a fag (David 
wasn’t there) and it was maybe the only time since we were really little that James had gone after 
him instead of me. Benny was just too big, but that night he barricaded in his bedroom while
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James whacked at the doorknob, then the door, then the wall all around it with a steel baseball 
bat. I knew what to do. I hunkered down in my closet and listened: thud-thud-CRACK when the 
bat would break through. James was in high school by then and Mom and Dad had left him in 
charge while they went to a Bible study at the church.
Benny didn’t actually think that David and James were gay or anything like that. Jesus 
Christ, James, he said the next day when Mom made us all sit down and explain.
“It’s just a thing people say,” Benny insisted. We were sitting in the living room on chairs 
Mom had dragged from the kitchen. Dad was upstairs.
“A mean thing,” Mom corrected.
Benny rolled his eyes and James stayed cool as a cloud the whole time, like he hadn’t 
bashed a dozen softball-sized holes into the wall the night before.
“Gray?” Mom said.
I was in the sixth grade and I was tiny. Sitting in the kitchen chair, my feet dangled above 
the ground while both my brothers sat with their legs spread wide, authoritative. They looked at 
me.
I’d been called a fag — not by Benny and not even by James. Mom was waiting.
“Gray?” she said again.
I blushed hard and then burst into tears.
They both got grounded for that one. Two weeks each, I think, though Benny was still 
allowed to play sports and James threw such a tantrum about having his Playstation taken away 
that Benny snuck him a Gameboy. David stopped coming over after that. I think James stopped 
inviting him, to be honest. He really was embarrassed.
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But I don’t think James is gay. I once saw a porn magazine in his room. It was out on the 
bed, the cover a frame around balloon-like breasts with cherry nipples. So he has the desire. But 
he bashes in walls when he’s angry and throws tantrums when he doesn’t get what he wants. It’s 
one thing to have desire, but another to be attracted to a whole person. Plus, even if he could 
love, not everyone who loves is loved in return.
<><><>
I got to Collateral right at seven. I knew Laurea would be late so I got us a booth in the 
back and waited. Like the bakery, Collateral feels like it’s been here forever. There’s a jingle-bell 
on the door that rattles when you walk in and a soggy welcome mat that everyone wipes their 
feet on like this is someone’s house. Unlike the bakery, it’s a real classic place — same owners 
since forever and walls thick with photos and posters that curl at the corners because they’ve 
been pinned up so long. Obviously you can’t smoke inside anymore, but when you plop into a 
booth the fake-leather cushion exhales the smell of old cigarettes.
When I walked in, there were a couple of the usual old guys at the bar, hunch-backed 
over their pints. Probably they’re the ones in the pictures. I bet they drink Bud and whiskey, that 
they have no wives and no children. They worked construction their whole lives and are 
pensioned or on Social Security and they’ve been coming to this bar for decades. It hasn’t 
changed, thank Jesus, because everywhere else, they’re losing their Brooklyn. For them, leaning 
over a pint (not drunk, just tired) at the end of a day is tradition.
It’s pretty sad, actually, that what they have left is a dirty, old bar that people like us come 
to for cheap beer and free popcorn. I’d drink too, I guess. I mean, in another life that could be 
me. It’s Benny in fifty years, when he’s never left the town we grew up in. James too, I bet, after
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this girl leaves him. I’m sure they’re stubborn as bulls, these guys, coming in here on a Saturday 
to sit at the bar while it fills up. Replicas of our father, I thought, noticing how one of the old 
men harassed the bartender for “under-pouring” his pint. Dad would do the same thing, but he 
wouldn’t be nearly as quiet about it. Maybe he’d let things slide for a little while, but then it’d 
start to get busy and someone would reach over him for a drink or a napkin and he’d tear in 
about all the “goddamn entitled assholes!” and he wouldn’t stop until he was sure he’d ruined 
someone’s night or at the very least their self-esteem. That’s how he got after he went back to the 
office supply job.
“Sorry I’m late,” Laurea said, breathless when she finally got there. “How are you?”
I laughed. “Take it easy,” I said and waited for her to settle into the booth. She did, then 
shook out of her jacket — pea-green and too light for February, I thought. But she wore a thick, 
oversized sweater underneath.
“What a day,” she said and pulled the sweater up over her head. Her hair unravelled with 
it and she emerged looking like a mermaid fresh from the sea. “I love the bakery, but ugh. The 
weekends.”
“Yeah,” I nodded. I probably should’ve asked her a question about it but I hadn’t been on 
a date in a long time and I was nervous. Also, I knew that this was only sort of a date, which 
made etiquette that much more complicated.
“Well I ordered our drinks,” I told her and waved at the bartender to bring them over. I’d 
gotten a Kolsch for me and vodka-soda for her. It’s what she and Bekah always used to drink. 
Then I looked at her and thought: should’ve ordered red wine.
“Thanks. So what’s going on, Gray?”
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“Nothing really,” I said and looked at my hands. I was a little embarrassed that I’d 
mentioned anything at the bakery. “Family stuff, work stuff. You know,” I said. “I just needed to 
get out.”
“Yeah,” she sighed and leaned back in the booth. “Is Megan giving you a hard time?” she
joked.
I’d forgotten that Laurea knew Megan. Through Bekah, not me. Megan is the older sister 
of Bekah’s childhood friend, which is how I got connected to For People to begin with. Bekah 
set it up as soon as we decided we were moving to New York after college. It’s not like we all 
socialized or anything, but I could talk about Megan in the apartment and Bekah had some 
context. Apparently Megan was cruel even when they were younger — pretty and popular in 
high school and didn’t want anything to do with Bekah and the sister, who wore extra-wide jeans 
and dyed their hair in primary colors. Laurea had heard the stories.
“She’s decided to restructure. It’s just adding a managerial layer to the staff, which means 
I’ll lose a lot of independence and have to do more internal work. Memos, budgets, stupid stuff. 
You know.”
“Hmm,” Laurea said. I didn’t want to tell her about the promotions because it would 
make me sound petty. I didn’t want her to think I cared about the status.
“I’m just tired of working under Megan. I mean, I get that she’s new to running an 
organization. But it’s exhausting to be at the mercy of her mistakes all the time.”
Laurea nodded and looked toward the bar. Where were our drinks? I looked up too and 
the bartender was chatting with one of the old guys. So I leaned forward in my seat and waved
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real obviously at him. Like S.O.S., man. He gave me the nod and tapped two knuckles on the bar 
in front of the guy he was talking to.
“Sorry,” I said.
“So you think the managerial thing is a mistake?” She had her hands folded on top of 
each other on the table and was looking right at me. Those penetrating eyes, as if she could tell 
what I was thinking.
“I guess. When I started there I wanted to actually help people,” I said. “But you know 
how it goes with non-profits. They just get more and more self-centered and more disconnected 
from their real mission.”
Laurea nodded. She knew, but she’s never actually worked full-time for a place like For 
People. She volunteers and she goes to rallies and meetings and radical bookstores. She’s an 
activist. She gets tattoos and she buzz-cuts the underside of her hair. But she doesn’t go all-in. 
Bekah’s the same way. They stay just far enough from the nitty-gritty of it, like choosing this bar 
for the popcorn and ignoring the stubborn old men. Or working at that bakery and not 
questioning its whole performance of authenticity. They stay just far enough, just this side of the 
surface of things, so that it all seems to align with their values. A neighborhood bakery, a 
neighborhood bar. Laurea had “always admired” For People, she’d tell me. I wished we weren’t 
talking about it.
“Anyway,” I said. “I’m applying other places.”
“Oh, wow. You’re really serious,” she said. Then, smiling: “Hey Mark,” to the bartender 
as he set our drinks on the table. He slid the beer over to Laurea and the vodka-soda to me. Like I 
was a guy who’d order a mixed drink while she had a beer.
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“Hi,” he said to Laurea. “Thirteen,” he said to me.
To be honest, he looked more like a butcher than a bartender. Middle-aged, white apron 
worn like a tool belt, his paunch overhanging the top of it. He wore a black t-shirt (hard to stain 
but he’d stained it) and had chipmunk cheeks that emphasized his five o’clock shadow.
“Just start a tab,” I said, and held out my card. I was about to switch the drinks —
“No cards,” he said.
Jesus Christ. That’s how places like this get left behind.
“No worries,” Laurea said, waving a hand at me and digging in her purse. “I have cash,” 
and she handed “Mark” a twenty. He was pulling change out of his apron and she just smiled and 
waved it away. Like a real regular, Laurea, with no thought to what he must say about her to his 
buddies at the bar. The pretty girl and her hippy friends, trying to make this place theirs.
He nodded and left.
Laurea sipped the beer. “Mmmm.”
“Yup,” I said and let a big breath out through my teeth.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
She drank my beer and I drank the vodka-soda. Some days, I’m sure the world is 
conspiring against me. And this was day two.
“So, applying for jobs,” she said and took a sip of her beer. She swallowed and smiled at
me.
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“Yeah,” I said. I should’ve specified the vodka. It tasted like cleaning fluid. “I wish I 
could just quit and take some time off. I mean, I could use a break. Get back to writing, you 
know?”
“Totally,” she said. Laurea and I both had minors in creative writing. “Wouldn’t that be 
nice? Just get up in the morning, drink a coffee, and write?”
“Yup.”
“I used to complain in college about all the work. But man, better to be doing that than 
this.” She held up her hands, which were chapped, presumably from over-washing, and burned 
around the joints from espresso machines and ovens.
I nodded. What was I supposed to say? I didn’t like to see her scars. She folded them 
back over each other on the table.
“So what would you write?” she asked.
Telling the truth would mean talking about my family, which isn’t first-date material even 
if she had heard some of it already. “It’s a pipe-dream anyway. I don’t have anyone to help me 
out, like financially. I can’t just stop working because the bills don’t just stop coming,” I said, 
and had one of those flash moments where you hear your parents speaking through you. There’s 
something Dad would say.
“Right, of course,” Laurea said because she did know a little bit about my family, my 
exile. She knew, at least, that I was one of those rare, independent young people living in 
Brooklyn. That’s probably why we’ve always connected. She didn’t grow up with very much 
either and she moved down here from Vermont all on her own.
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“Well,” she offered. “I just started a new job, too. Just part-time at Community. You 
know, that bookstore? In Harlem? They only just brought me on a few weeks ago but you’d be 
into it, Gray. They do all this community-based stuff around the city. Like mobile lending 
libraries and writing workshops in bad neighborhoods.”
She took a sip of the beer and put it back down on the table. He didn’t even give us 
napkins.
“Can I taste?” I asked. She slid the pint across to me. It was good but it wasn’t a Kolsch. 
What had this “Mark” dude given her?
“Anyway,” she said, reaching for the vodka-soda. She took a sip and made a sour face. 
“Oh god. I never liked these. You and Bekah were so into them,” she said and slid the drink back 
across the table to me. Bekah was into them. This was going so wrong.
“I have to work tomorrow, actually,” she said. “At the bookstore. We’re doing a whole 
campaign around inequality and consumerism in the city. Actually, you should come by! There’s 
a community forum and you’d be so into it,” she said and looked at me like she’d asked a 
question. I couldn’t tell if she was being genuine or if she was just being nice because Bekah was 
gone and she knew I didn’t have a lot of friends.
“Thanks.” I gulped the last of the vodka-soda and thought maybe I should just leave, call 
it a night. At least she’d asked to see me again.
“Have you ever gone shopping on Black Friday? That’s how this whole campaign started 
— Community was leading those protests a few months back. Anyway,” she said, leaning back, 
breaking eye contact. “My mom used to drag me. Just me, not my brothers. So typically gender- 
normed, right?” she tugged up on the low-cut neck of her shirt, half-covering a hummingbird
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tattoo above her right breast. “We went to Walmart and got clothes, of all things. As if Walmart’s 
clothes are expensive otherwise. And I hated it anyway because you wore that stuff and everyone 
knew it was cheap, Walmart brand.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. But I rarely got new clothes when I was a kid — just hand-me-downs 
from James and Benny. Benny’s were enormous and worn out at the knees and elbows. James’s 
scared me. I didn’t like wearing stuff I’d seen him in.
“I’ve been protesting Black Friday since I was like eight years old,” I said. “We went 
once and after that I just straight-up refused.”
“I wish I could’ve done that.”
“Yeah. Well the one time I went it was an electronics place and I swear, there were lines 
just to get down the aisles. People were so aggressive. It was one of those moments when you’re 
a kid and you realize that grown-ups make bad decisions, you know?”
“Mmm-hmmm.” Finally, something we could talk about.
“There was this one guy, probably like middle-aged, white guy, who got so aggressive. I 
mean, he was up in my mother’s face, shouting. He didn’t hit her or anything but it looked like 
he would’ve.”
“Jesus,” Laurea said, sitting up. “What happened?”
“Oh, it was my brother. We’d gone to the store because he wanted a video game that was 
coming out that day. When we got there, he darted off for the game and when he came back, he 
had one in his hand but the guy was right behind him, shouting.”
I looked around. The place was filling up. The door jingled every couple of minutes when 
someone else came in and stood unsure at the entrance before they’d spotted their crowd. Before,
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Laurea had been twisting around to check, like she was waiting for someone. But she’d settled in 
now. I had her attention.
“So what happened?” she asked. “Did your brother get the last one or something?”
“Well. James came running and got behind my mother, with me. And this guy was like 
shouting. I just remember his face. All red and it was like a cartoon — you could almost see the 
steam rising off of him.”
Laurea smirked, almost laughed.
“He said James had stolen the game out of his cart. And the store was out at that point. 
Anyway. He basically called my brother a thief and my mom a bad mother, etcetera etcetera. And 
after that, I mean seeing how people actually acted, like lost their humanity for consumer goods,
I never wanted to be a part of it again.”
I looked up and the line at the bar was low, but another group was crowding in. It was 
getting loud in there and there was a draft circulating from all the opening and closing of the 
door. The old men were starting to clear out of the bar, elbowing and hustling their way toward 
the exit. So this is what happens. The place was theirs until eight or nine, and after that ... The 
music suddenly got louder.
“So do you think he stole it?” Laurea nearly shouted.
I shrugged. “Probably,” I shouted back. “I mean, he was that type of kid.”
“So what did your mom do?”
“I don’t remember.” The music got louder again and it was crowded enough that people 
were starting to back into our booth, leaning over us. I get a little claustrophobic in crowds. “I
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mean, she went off at the guy. James was thirteen but she kept saying that he’s a little boy, how 
could this man accuse, he could get another game.”
“Wow. Did she get mad at James later?”
“Probably not,” I said. Why did she care?
Laurea closed her eyes and nodded, like something about that was familiar. I wanted to 
ask but it’s probably better I didn’t. She reached for a scarf from her purse and wound it loosely 
around her neck. “Cold in here,” she said.
“Yeah. Anyway I’m a veteran Black Friday protester.”
She smiled. Then some guy slipped into the booth with her. Long, wild hair pulled back 
from his face with a headband.
“What can I getchya?” he said and Laurea laughed. She introduced us. Matt or 
something, I don’t remember. It was so loud in there and more of their friends were arriving and 
crowding around the booth.
Had she been waiting for these people? When Matt got up to get a pitcher, her hand 
trailed behind the small of his back. But then she turned back to me.
“Let me introduce you!” she shouted and stood to hug another newcomer.
But it was not my scene. Too many people, too claustrophobic. Plus, it had already been a 
long day. I stood up and wove around her friends, just waved quickly to Laurea.
I was almost to the door when she caught me by the bicep. “So good to see you, Gray,” 
she shouted and then hugged me.
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When Opportunity Knocks
The rain had started on Saturday night. I walked home from the bar in a drizzle, wishing 
for a hood on my jacket as my fingers froze trying to pull the collar tight around my neck. When 
I got in, ears crimson and throbbing, I realized I’d left the window open, and the phone balanced 
precariously on the sill. The white paint of the window frame was cracked, chipped off in some 
places, and I watched from behind the couch as drizzled droplets collected in the contours of the 
paint. I stood there for a while, just watching, letting the cold come in and wrap itself around my 
waist. It had to be almost eighty degrees in that apartment (despite having a thermostat, I had no 
control over the heat) and though I was still chilled from walking home, the fresh air was a relief. 
I watched as a shallow pool of rainwater gathered around the phone, tentatively at first and then, 
as if a dam had been opened, flooding right past it, over the sill, and, with a crashing sound, onto 
the hardwood floor.
I walked over and shut the window but didn’t touch the phone. If it wanted to lie there 
soaking up a puddle, I’d let it. And if it glitched out the next day, at least I’d have a good reason 
not to answer Mom’s calls, which I knew would keep coming. She wanted me at that dinner. She 
wanted to show me off, her success story, the son who’d left Springfield, who lived in New York 
City and had a job with benefits at a place affiliated withM-I-T, she’d tell the fiancee’s family, 
her carefully plucked eyebrows high on her forehead, waiting for the others to join her in wide­
eyed admiration. The admiration would be for me, of course, but also for her, confirmation that 
she had succeeded as a mother even if her first two sons proved disappointing when it came to 
conventional measures of success in young, male adulthood. At least James was getting married, 
she would reason. That was something she could add when the middle-aged mothers at church
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gathered in an aisle after the service, blocking egress for everyone else as they bragged that this 
or that daughter had been admitted to graduate school, was being promoted to manager, was 
pregnant with the first grandchild. My eldest is getting married, Mom would say, blushing as if 
she herself were the girl who’d been asked, whose life was about to change in ways that she 
hadn’t even considered she might regret. Blushing, she wouldn’t notice the fearful twitch in the 
uncomfortable smiles of these women who had known James as a child and teen. She wanted me 
at that dinner to make sure that everything went smoothly, to assure the fiancee that this family 
was whole and reliable, that she should have no doubts about marrying my brother.
I walked across the room to the kitchenette for some paper towels to mop up the 
rainwater. But, reaching high into a cabinet above the sink, I found last night’s bottle of whiskey 
first. Even on tiptoes, I could barely grip the bottle between the tips of my fingers. Why had I put 
it up so high? I pulled the bottle down off the shelf and set it on the counter while I crouched to 
the lower cabinets to look for the towels.
I started thinking: I’d let the super know before I even moved in about the peeling paint 
that was not just on the window frame but also behind the toilet and in a corner of the kitchen, 
right next to the toaster. It wasn’t just cosmetic either — this building was old enough that the 
paint might be lead and poisonous. And yet the super had done nothing. Therefore, I decided, 
closing the lower cabinet and standing up, I had no obligation to keep rainwater from dripping 
through my floor to the unit below. I poured two fingers of whiskey into a green, plastic pint 
glass that Bekah used to use to hold her toothbrush. I was a tenant, not a caretaker. I took my 
sweater off and, leaning around the fridge, hung it on the closet door, then unbuttoned my shirt at 
the collar and loosened it from beneath my belt. That felt better. But I was beginning to sweat.
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When I moved in back in January, the apartment had been freezing regardless of where I 
set the thermostat. Then, on February 1st, it flipped to this achingly dry heat all the time. I’d 
woken up twice in the last few weeks with nosebleeds and a phlegmy, hacking cough, about 
which I’d left the super multiple messages at each of the two numbers he’d given me. But again, 
I had yet to hear back. I’d met him only twice — middle-aged, brown-skinned, and he had an 
accent that hinted to me of Nicaragua. His wife, whom I’d met on the second encounter, a 
Sunday when the two of them were clearing weekend debris from the front of the building, was 
short, big-breasted, and spoke no English. They had at least four children, I imagined, and 
probably both worked. I reminded the man, that Sunday, about the chipping paint as well as the 
faucet, which leaked. He’d listened without moving, not even blinking, as if he were reading the 
words as I uttered them. Yes, yes, he’d said, nodding when I was done. O f course. This week. I 
doubted him but, like a pushover, gave him a second chance. I said, Gracias, and waved to his 
wife, who blushed, then I came upstairs. When I looked out the window, they’d disappeared.
This man’s only job as super was to do simple, household repairs and call in a specialist 
for anything that required skill. If I were a less ambitious person, I thought as I stood in the 
kitchen, sweating, with my back to the dripping faucet, I could do that job. It probably paid 
enough that I could breeze by on an easy, stable life. But I have goals, I reminded myself. I see 
big-picture problems in the world that I want to fix and I pay rent so that someone else can take 
care of the stupid, domestic stuff for me.
The thermostat was next to the door and I carried my whiskey over to check. It was set 
for sixty degrees, but measured the apartment in the high seventies. I sipped the whiskey, 
cranked the temperature as low as it would go, down to thirty-five, and kicked the wall
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underneath. It wouldn’t make any difference, I knew, and I hate being made helpless like this. I 
undid another button on my shirt and rolled my shoulders back twice, then forward. Why bother 
putting a thermostat in the apartment if it gave me absolutely no control?
I topped off my whiskey in the kitchen and walked across the apartment toward the 
window in a half-dozen strides. When we were kids, Mom used to tell us to just walk away when 
we got too frustrated. I’d kick the counter underneath a pile of math homework or mumble 
something that I thought she couldn’t hear at a handheld video game. Without even turning 
around, the elegant violin of her torso in perfect poise, she’d tell me to just walk away. Go 
outside, she’d say. Open a window. It might have been the best advice she’d ever given me, 
advice that she tried pushing on James, who never listened, and that she never used herself. Then 
again, she never seemed to get quite as worked up as the rest of us did.
I stood in front of the window, careful to keep my socked feet from the puddle below, and 
looked down into the street. I spotted a man standing just to the right of the entrance to the 
apartment building across from mine. I squinted to see him through the rain-blurred dark, a 
cigarette perched between the fingers of his right hand and in his left, the strained leash of a 
small dog who seemed undisturbed by the rain as it ventured out, sniffing, from underneath the 
awning that protected the man and his smoke. I leaned closer to the window, into that centimeter- 
wide border of cool on this side of the windowpane. That must be nice, I thought, to be alone out 
there. To be doing just what he wanted despite everything — the rain, the wandering dog, the 
time of night. So nonchalant too, like none of the rest of it mattered.
It had to be almost one in the morning and as I watched out the window, I started to 
wonder how Laurea would get home from the bar. I wondered whether that thick sweater of hers
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would keep the rain out or if it would soak through and irritate her smooth, cream-white skin. I 
thought of her freckles, how they funneled down over her collarbone and tucked between her 
breasts. Did they disappear when she got excited? Did they blend into the flush I’d only ever 
seen in her face? I wondered whether that guy was with her, whether she’d let him help her out 
of that sweater, tugging it, laughing, over her head. What was he to her? And what the hell did 
she think I was?
She’d probably take a cab, I thought, stepping back from the window and sipping on my 
whiskey. It was really getting too warm in there. And if the guy did go with her, I hoped the cab 
would take a long route that gave Laurea lots of time to think. I hoped it was that one, passing in 
the street below, and that she was in the back, picking at her fingernails, chest-tight with guilt. I 
hoped she thought I was angry. Or no, not angry but upset. I hoped she thought I was 
disappointed in her because I was. Laurea was one of the few people in the world with whom I 
shared mutual respect. She held herself to a high standard in her work, her activism and, I 
thought, in her personal life. But she’d screwed up tonight, welcoming that guy to our table, into 
our date. I hoped she knew that.
I sat down on the couch, peeled off my socks, leaned back, and pressed the bottoms of 
my feet against the windowpane. It was icy and at first it tickled, sent convulsive shivers up the 
length of my legs into my hips, wrapping around to my groin. I didn’t like it. I set my feet flat on 
the warm floor, and downed the rest of the whiskey. I reached behind me to the counter for the 
bottle and refilled. What if she’d come home with me instead? What if she were sitting here and I 
could rest my hand on her knee while we sunk together back into this couch? I wouldn’t mind if 
she wanted to smoke a cigarette. We could share one and I could talk to her about anything —
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work, my family, the future I’d started to dream for the two of us. Laurea understood me, I 
thought. And she respected what I’d gone through to get to where I was. I’m not your typical 
mid-twenties, college-educated New Yorker. In fact, I’ve had to work harder than anyone else to 
get here, and Laurea could appreciate that. She respected me.
I crunched and flexed my toes, then lifted my legs and bolted them, again, to the 
windowpane, the cold seeping in this time like a slow tide. I sat back and let my head rest on the 
top of the couch pillow. I closed my eyes.
The next morning, my head felt like it might crack open on a fault-line that ran right 
between my two front teeth. It might have been the whiskey, I thought, but it might just as well 
have been dehydration by overheating. When I tried to stand up from the couch, I felt droplets of 
sweat run from where it had settled in the night, over my chest from the ledged puddle of my 
collarbone, from the back creases of my knees in tickled streams down my calves. I shivered. My 
neck was stiff from sleeping awkwardly on the couch and I hadn’t even taken off my clothes, 
was still wearing a belt that had carved damp, geometric sores into my hips in the night. I stood, 
unbuckled the belt and climbed out of my trousers, then did the same with the collared shirt and 
felt relief in boxers and a white tee. I tried to stretch but when I leaned over, my head throbbed.
In the kitchen, I took two Tylenol from the bottle I kept next to the fridge and emptied 
four tablespoons of grinds into the coffee machine. I leaned against the sink, glad that the low- 
pitched grumbling of the percolator was overtaking the clanking of the rain on the fire escape 
outside. It hadn’t let up all night, had even woken me a few times and now, with that noise, was 
teasing my headache. I kicked at the woven IKEA bath mat that Bekah had insisted I take for my
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new kitchen. It was cheap and stained where she and Laurea had dropped globs of vegetable 
soup and sloshed half glasses of red wine. It was also the only decoration in the whole apartment 
and it was basically a rag on the floor. I should throw it out, I thought, remembering last night. I 
kicked it again, then opened my laptop to check the news.
Everyone was hyping up the storm, putting out their “Worst Case Scenario” predictions.
It was another Hurricane Sandy, they said. They might shut down the subway and there’d be no 
driving either. People wouldn’t be able to get to work and there’d be all kinds of delays at JFK. 
But when they did interviews on the street or in the grocery store, most of the responses were 
confident. Like a storm could stop a New Yorker, one woman had said as she lifted a small pallet 
of bottled water into her grocery cart. She’d lost her house in Hurricane Sandy but, she said, she 
was prepared this time.
I smirked. I belong in this city, I thought. No one here denies that there are obstacles 
between an individual and his success: a rainstorm, an abusive brother and the post-traumatic 
stress that comes with it. New Yorkers accept that there are challenges. What they don’t accept is 
that the individual cannot overcome these challenges.
I opened my cabinets, just to make sure: 2/3 of a loaf of rye bread, two boxes of spaghetti 
and one jar of sauce, a couple of onions, coffee. No sugar. Goddammit. For the second day in a 
row, my coffee was going to be shit. I spat in the sink, turned off the percolator, and went into the 
bathroom to take a shower.
It was even hotter in the bathroom than in the rest of the apartment and when I came out, 
a towel around my waist, I checked the thermostat. It was still set to thirty-five, but read seventy 
and meanwhile, I was pretty sure I could’ve fried an egg on the counter. I finally just gave up and
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opened the window: a rush of cold humidity and the static muffle of rain and footsteps pattering 
the street below. I moved the phone, which had either drowned or run out of battery in the night, 
then dropped my bath towel and kicked it against the wall to catch whatever rain ricocheted in. I 
grabbed a pair of running shorts from a drawer under the bed and stepped into them.
With the temperature problem alleviated, I sat down on the couch and got out my laptop 
to start looking for jobs. There was no way that I was staying at For People, not after the 
disrespect they’d shown me on Friday. In fact, I thought, I might avoid the non-profit sector 
altogether. At least the corporate world pays you for the work you do. Non-profits, on the other 
hand, expect you to accept gratitude and a clean(ish) conscience as a large portion of your 
compensation.
Before I got started, I opened Twitter to check what everyone else was saying about the
storm. But that turned out to be a mistake because guess who was at the top of my newsfeed: 
Laurea @luaulau • 10:28am
No rainy gloom/doom @ #communitybookstore! #freefood while we talk #consumerism #inequality. Join 
us! @GrayJay @Flower_grl222 @MattP7
I sighed. Matt was the guy from the bar. The dark crown of wild hair pulled back behind an 
elastic headband. The nonchalant bearhug with which he’d swallowed Laurea, as if she hadn’t 
been mine a moment before. His handshake, his pitcher of beer, his chuckle, all mocking me. 
And she thought we would both come to her event today.
How was it, I wondered, that James was getting married while I was just getting strung 
along? How had he found someone before I did? Reason #100 not to go to the dinner. I logged 
out of Twitter and opened my resume.
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The rain was coming in through the window and as I worked, I crawled my toes out to 
catch the fringe of it, cold needles to keep me alert. I Googled “job search engine New York” 
because, to be honest, the For People position had come through a personal connection and I 
didn’t quite know how to look for a job, especially a corporate one, in the city. I opened craigslist 
— should’ve thought of that — and started looking. But after twenty minutes, I was watching 
goosebumps ripple down my thighs, which I tucked tightly underneath the warm motor of my 
laptop. I realized that my shoulders were tensed all the way up to my ears. I could’ve closed the 
window, but then I’d have had to open it again in another twenty minutes, so instead I just moved 
over to the bed. I don’t like having street clothes on my sheets, so I stripped off the running 
shorts and pulled on sweatpants. And then, of course, in sweatpants in the corner, I started to 
overheat.
The kitchen faucet was dripping, so I slid off the bed and went over to fiddle with the 
handle. It’s always dripped and on nights when I have too much on my mind, it keeps me awake. 
By positioning the handle at about 7:30 and lifting it slightly up from fully closed, I got it to drip 
more slowly but couldn’t make it stop. I tried shifting to 8:00, but that was worse. I took two 
more Tylenol and was headed back to my laptop when the neighbor turned on talk radio loud 
enough for the entire building to hear through our flimsy, uninsulated walls. I nearly started 
shouting and pounding on the wall the way Bekah would’ve. But instead, I took a deep breath 
and plugged in my phone. It was time to call the super. And if not the super, then the company 
that owned the building (it was in my lease somewhere) to report the super for not fulfilling his 
responsibilities.
When the phone powered on, first to pop up was a text from Laurea:
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Sunday 11:08am
Hey Gray. Sorry bout last 
night - felt like it ended 
weird. U should come by 
Community - really think 
we need you in this convo.
Sure, I thought, she needed me just like she needed her other boyfriend. And yet I found 
myself standing in the kitchen, toes suddenly as cold as marbles and a flush rising from my chest 
as I reread the message three times. There’s something so genuine about her, so undisturbed by 
the world, by the judgement of others. If I or anyone else were mad at her, she’d apologize 
honestly and without shame — sometimes for things she hadn’t even done. I’d seen her do it at 
the bakery, replacing the order of a customer who thought he’d asked for a savory croissant when 
in fact he’d ordered almond. He’d have bitten into it already, maybe even eaten a good third 
before marching back to the counter, red-faced and berating her. She’d nod understandingly and 
then apologize as she calmly traded his croissant and told him to have a nice day. Inevitably, the 
complainant stood there for a moment, stunned. She’d made it easy for him. Why had she done 
that? He’d mumble gratitude and slink away. The whole thing made me furious and also, a little 
bit jealous of this woman, who could smile and move on.
There were two voicemails from Mom, which I didn’t listen to, and then another Twitter 
alert as I was searching for the super’s number. It was Laurea’s original tweet, then a response:
M att @MattP7 • 11:14am
@Luaulau Still recovering from last night but #damntheman (and #damnthemanandhisbooze)
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So he hadn’t gone home with her. And he was ditching her for a hangover. I looked out the 
window. I’d wanted to go for a run anyway and it wouldn’t hurt to take the subway into the city, 
run through the park up to the bookstore in Harlem. I’d already found a few jobs to apply for — 
three windows open in my browser, which I bookmarked and then shut the laptop. I called the 
super and left a message saying I’d be home in the evening and that I planned to withhold rent 
until everything was fixed. I listed it: faucet, paint, heat, and now, a water stain under the 
window. That would get him moving.
I looked back at the text from Laurea. She had said she needed me.
<><><>
I got off the subway at 14th, sprinted up to the street and landed right on one of those 
massive vents that puff stale, moist air out of the subway tunnels. It smelled like laundry left in 
the washer too long. I’d changed into running pants and a thermal top, but was already soaked 
through after jogging the four blocks from my apartment to the station back in Brooklyn. The 
blast of wet heat gave me a shiver and I looked around. There was no one out. It was barely forty 
degrees and dark as late evening, the only light around coming from the stinging-red OPEN sign 
on a convenient store across the street. For a split second, I saw myself ducking in there, buying 
a coffee and pocketing a few packets of sugar, then getting back on the subway to go home. I 
thought about it while rain streamed behind my ears and triggered something like sourness at the 
hinge of my jaw. I started running.
I sprinted the narrow way around hydrants and meters, one foot just barely on the curb, 
hips and shoulders torqued first this way, then that. I felt power in my muscles, pumped my arms 
to feel it more. I didn’t stop at the lights and palmed taxi hoods as I wove between them. I was
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up in Midtown by the time I hit a crowd that was bulging all the way across the sidewalk from 
the building to the curb and at least two storefronts wide. Probably some store was having a 
gimmicky sale, I thought as I slowed. They huddled together, the people in the crowd, hoods 
pulled tight over their heads and shoulders hunched as if their backbones could protect them 
from the rain. I hate crowds, which made moving to New York a little bit counterintuitive. I 
could’ve woven out onto the street, dodged between cars, risked getting hit or honked at. That’s 
what I usually did. But there was no reason, I thought, that these people should own the entire 
sidewalk. It was a public space. So, slowly and with my shoulders hunched forward to make 
myself narrow, I wedged into the thicket.
What I hate about crowds is that I can’t see beyond them. I’m too short to peak over the 
heads let alone the shoulders of the people around me and I end up having to read their faces to 
figure out what’s going on, what we’re all standing here for. It happens in subway stations all the 
time — a huddle around a musician, a drunk person, a lost child — which is why I usually wait 
for my train on the stairs, where I’m high enough to see everything. This time, I kept my head 
down and concentrated on the lines of the sidewalk, made sure I was crossing them 
perpendicular, making my way as directly as possible through the crowd. I was breathing heavy 
from running anyway, but I could feel anxiety tightening my chest.
“Excuse me,” I said as I pressed through. I poked forward with my knees, sideways with 
my elbows, and the people began to step back. Some of them jumped. They thought they were so 
fearless for being out here in this weather but then there was me, thermal layer soaked through, 
my face streaming with sweat and rain, quads like roped steel as I flexed past them. By the time I 
was halfway, I didn’t have to watch the ground anymore. They were opening a path for me and I
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could keep running, bullet through, fuck the crowd. I watched one man grab his kid — 
couldn’t’ve been more than seven years old — and yank him by the arm out of my way. That’s 
right, I thought as I passed in one powerful, running stride. He was watching me with narrow, 
hating eyes, like this was my fault. The kid’s chin rattled, ready to cry. Whose fault was that? 
Who’d dragged their kid out to wait in some freezing, wet crowd on a Sunday afternoon? But it 
wasn’t just hate. I’d seen fear in how he grabbed for his kid, desperation as he yanked him back. 
As the normal urge to apologize rose in my chest, I also felt a little flutter of pride. I, Gray 
Jenkins, could make a grown man pulse with fear. I kept running.
God it felt so much better to be out than to be stuck in that stupid apartment. I sprinted 
out of the crowd and kept going for a block or more. Over hydrants, not around, not even a look- 
both-ways across the street. I took a blind turn in a construction tunnel and almost crashed right 
into some guy, but he jumped out of my way just fast enough. Crowds, tunnels, small spaces — 
they usually make me nervous. And I was destroying them.
I was almost to the park by the time I needed a bathroom and spotted a Starbucks across 
the street. I jogged over, shook off just a bit outside the door, and went in. Usually I avoid 
Starbucks on principle — chain stores edging out the locals, sourcing their products with no 
attention to fair trade or social justice. For People has entrepreneurs in South America that are 
growing beans and trying to compete, and it’s places like Starbucks dominating the market that 
make it difficult.
Inside, I was greeted by an overwhelming, artificial chai-spice scent that they must pipe 
through the ventilation system. It startled me and I stopped just inside the door. There was pop-y 
holiday music playing — what Mariah Carey wanted for Christmas — and a vent in the ceiling
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blasted heat directly over the threshold, pleasant and warming for only a moment, after which it 
became too much, pressuring customers into the store. The counter was to my right but the 
bathroom was straight ahead. I waved to the girl at the register, as if I intended to return and 
order something, then walked, sneakers squeaking, to the back of the store.
I took my time in the bathroom, sat on the toilet and felt a wave of release wash down 
from the center of my quads, a series of ripples through my calves. I sat for a while. I dried my 
face and neck with three handfuls of toilet paper. I’ll admit that it was not easy to pull the cold, 
wet running pants back up over my body. But I shivered just once and braved it. After I washed 
my hands, I let the dryer run on them until they were long past dry. I was cold but it hardly 
mattered. I was also unstoppable. I’d get a finance job, I told myself, rubbing my hands together 
underneath the blasting, hot air. If I set my mind and energy on it, I’d get it. And before I left For 
People, I’d tell Megan off right to her face. I looked in the bathroom mirror and imagined how 
I’d say it (words like “controlling bitch,” “ignorant,” and “unjust”), how she’d be speechless, 
how everyone else would watch from their cubicles in admiration of me. I might even go to that 
engagement party, I thought. I examined myself in the mirror. A young face, certainly, on a petite 
frame. But that frame had just run five 6:30 miles in a rainstorm and that face had laughed at the 
fear of a grown man. I could confront James, I thought, looking myself in the eyes. I could make 
things right.
When the dryer finished its third cycle, I checked myself in the mirror one more time. 
My hair, which I’d been fearing lately was receding in the style of my father, was plastered 
haphazardly to the top of my head. I ran my hands through and spiked it up the way Francis did 
his at work. It was a little bit boy-band, of which I reminded Francis as often as I could. But,
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above the soaked-through running clothes that indicated my serious athleticism, the spiked hair 
said that I was nonchalant about it. Not too full of myself.
When I came out of the bathroom, I looked out the windows at the front of the store and 
watched the rain, an undulating curtain so thick that I couldn’t even see beyond the curb. Was 
that a cop car parked out front? I sighed — not because of the police (that would come later) but 
because of the rain. It was Sunday, I thought to myself, and I had already run five miles. I looked 
to the register where the girl, who was young and pretty, was waiting for me. I smiled at her and 
she smiled back.
“A tall latte and ...” I said, skimming the snacks in the display case. “Do you have 
biscotti?”
“You’re crazy to go out in this weather,” the girl said as she pulled a packaged cookie 
from a small box in front of the register. She put it on a plate, which she slid across the counter to 
me. “Didn’t you hear they’re shutting the city down? Subways and everything,” she said. She 
was Hispanic, which you could tell from her accent but also from that smooth, caramel skin that 
she’d exposed all the way down to her chest, just a peak of cleavage. She’d done something with 
her eyes — a thick line of makeup above the lashes and a smoke-colored shadow on the lids that 
made it impossible to look away.
“Can’t let a little rain interfere with your training,” I told her.
“Oh,” she said, looking down to punch my order into the register. There was some blue 
blended in with the smoky eye shadow. How long had that taken her, I wondered. How much 
must she care about how others see her. I felt a ping of pity ripple in my chest.
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“Are you training for the marathon?” she asked as I pulled a dripping credit card out of 
the phone case strapped to my arm. I handed it to her.
“My boyfriend’s saying he’s going to do it,” she said, taking my card. “But you know —” 
she tssk-ed. “He won’t follow through.”
I nodded. Of course she had a boyfriend and of course he wouldn’t follow through. That’s 
what women are made to settle for these days, made to think is “good enough.” Not so different,
I thought, from coming out for drinks on a Saturday night, then ditching a Sunday fundraiser. I 
checked the time on a clock behind the counter — nearly 2:00 and I wanted to be at the 
bookstore by 3:00.
“The marathon’s hard work,” I told the girl as she swiped my card. “Not a lot of people 
can pull it off. I’m not surprised your boyfriend’s giving up already.”
“Well, he’s not giving up, he’s just ...” she said as she leaned over the counter and tugged 
a napkin from the dispenser by my waist. “It was only ever a joke.”
I felt that ping of pity again and said nothing while I watched her pull my card a few 
times through the napkin and then again through the card-swipe. I hadn’t been planning on 
running the marathon, but why not? I could be ready in a couple of months. I shifted from right 
foot to left, felt the flex and release in my muscles. A line had started to form behind me.
“Do you have another?” she asked finally, looking up at me. “This one’s declined,” she 
said and tried to hand the card back.
It was just wet. Couldn’t she work her own damn machine? I almost reached for the 
emergency $20 out of my phone case but then thought: No. This was not my fault.
“The card’s fine,” I said, and pushed her hand back toward her. “Try it again.”
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She pulled her hand in front of her chest, as if reclaiming it from my touch. She turned 
her head slightly to the right, but kept her eyes on me. Without looking away, she swiped the 
card again, then held it, waiting.
“Declined again,” she declared, pressing the card on the counter this time and sliding it 
across to me. She removed her hand. “Do you have another method of payment?” she asked.
“Jesus Christ,” I said and looked behind me. It had been a cop car outside and the officers 
were just a couple of places back in the line. There were two of them, both men, both on their 
phones, neither one paying attention. If I explained the situation, they’d be on my side, I thought. 
I stared at them, hoping one would look up. But anyway, I thought, turning back to the counter, I 
shouldn’t need some authority figure just to get this girl to do the right thing.
“Forget it,” I told her and pushed hard on the biscotti plate, which soared across the 
counter. She jumped back just as it ricocheted off her cash drawer and frisbeed over the edge of 
the counter, then crashed and shattered.
“What the hell!” she shouted.
“Lydia?!” a woman behind her called. She was an older lady and she’d been refilling one 
of the big carafes when the plate crashed. Now she was hurriedly drying her hands on her apron 
and coming toward the register.
I could’ve stayed and actually made a complaint. I looked back at the officers, who were 
paying attention now but hadn’t seen what happened. Vigilante justice, I thought, that’s what 
happens when the people who are supposed to keep order don’t do their jobs. Lydia stepped back 
from the counter with her hands up, disowning the whole thing. But I saw the angry knot in the 
older lady’s forehead as she approached and knew Lydia had it coming. I took my card off the
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counter, turned, and made my way to the door, giving the officers and others in line a brief, 
exasperated eye-roll.
When I got out the door, I was almost instantly soaked again, but not cold, not with the 
adrenaline that was coursing through me. Fuck Starbucks and fuck that girl. I turned right and 
sprinted a block before I hit the park, which I entered by jumping over a low stone wall whose 
edge bit a piece of skin off my shin as I soared over it. Fuck. Who the fuck did she think I was? I 
sprinted across a muddy lawn rather than take the meandering, paved trail. Did she think I was 
the type of guy who walked around with maxed-out credit cards? I hate being misperceived and 
she’d made it clear that she thought I couldn’t pay my own bills. The second time that she’d 
declared the card “declined,” she’d even said it loud enough that the others in line must have 
heard.
I tried to remember how they’d looked when I’d turned to spot the police officers the first 
time. The woman directly behind me had looked away, ashamed on my behalf. Behind her, a 
man had pursed his lips and shrugged, like he’d expected this, like he’d already known that I was 
some irresponsible kid. Either way, it was pity. They felt pity for me, a pity that came with its 
own sense of superiority because they had credit cards that would swipe properly through a 
machine. Poor me, poor kid, a kid who would never get anywhere in life. And then I’d crashed 
that plate into the ground and shattered their pity and their superiority all with one blow.
<><><>
Despite being a terrible cook, my mother managed to spend hours every afternoon in the 
kitchen, methodically ruining whatever it was we were supposed to eat that evening. She’d stir a 
pot full of onions while they burned, as if she were trying to get the singe even on all sides. Or
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she’d soak a piece of fish in lemon juice all afternoon, until every flavor but the lemon was 
completely obliterated. My brothers and I didn’t know any better, though James made a point of 
complaining daily. What surprises me is that my father put up with it, having consistently put up 
with so little else in his wife and children.
While Mom stirred a soup that she’d later introduce to us as “smokey,” I’d sit at the 
kitchen counter, knees tucked under me on top of a tall stool, and scratch away at my homework. 
I had a hard time with math — it just wasn’t my strongest subject but, golden child as I was, I 
wanted to ace it anyway. While Mom prepared dinner, I’d inevitably encounter a math question 
that I just couldn’t get, as much as I ground my pencil into its numbers.
“Aaach,” I’d growl, finally breaking the tip of the pencil against the countertop. I’d whip 
a leg out from under me and let its momentum carry it hard into the cabinet below.
“Sweetie,” Mom would say, looking over her shoulder. She’d moved over to the sink, 
where she was washing a handful of carrots, or rinsing a bowl under warm water. She spent a lot 
of time at that sink, behind which there was a window that looked out onto our suburban street. 
I’m sure it was entertainment for her, to watch the business of the neighborhood going by. Or 
maybe it was longing, I sometimes think. Maybe she felt stuck, like I did, inside that house, 
under my father’s roof and James’s command.
“Just walk away, Gray,” she’d say, turning back to what she was doing. “Go clear your 
head. It’ll make sense when you come back.”
I’d look at her, at her thick blond hair cinched in a fabric-sheathed elastic band. Other 
mothers rushed to help when their children complained of difficulty. I’d seen it on tv. They 
walked over and examined the math problem themselves, then guided their children through it
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using examples that involved a certain number of bananas and a hungry monkey. But not in our 
house. Dad didn’t believe in “helping” us with anything. We had to make our own way, he said, 
and made Mom agree. If he caught her helping with my math homework, there’d be a fight. And 
so, rather than whine or beg or throw a tantrum, I’d sigh, slip off my stool, and slouch into the 
dining room, through it and out the back door. I busied myself with whatever I could find — 
digging in her garden, maybe, or flopping myself over the swing that Dad had hung, crookedly, 
from the arm of a neighbor’s tree that reached into our yard.
The truth is that this worked. As long as James wasn’t around, I really could clear my 
head and come back to the homework later. For a long time, I thought it was the only useful 
lesson that I learned in childhood. Only lately, when I think back to how James handled it, have I 
started to doubt.
I’d be sitting at the counter, working out subtraction in two digits, when James would 
come whipping through the kitchen door. He’d have fought with Benny and some other 
neighborhood kids, or would’ve just been rejected again from some pick-up game a couple of 
streets over. They’d told him he was too skinny, or that he was a sore loser or just a loser, period. 
He’d hiss sharply about it while he slammed the kitchen door behind him, then yanked at the 
handle of the fridge and threw it shut. He was twelve or fourteen at most and his body, though 
lengthening, hadn’t gained in bulk at all. He was a skinny-limbed, frenzied starfish destroying 
our kitchen.
I’d stop writing and hold my pencil tight, weapon-grip, and look to Mom, who’d turn 
from the sink.
“James!” she’d shout.
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She’d venture toward him and then reel back as he kicked the legs out from under a stool 
and kept kicking until it crashed and rattled onto the tile floor. He’d kick at the seat and kick it 
into the counter, his spindly arms pumping with every thrust, his fists as tight as his blood-red 
face. When he came for the stool that I was sitting on, Mom would step in, talking loud.
“You need to cool down, James,” she’d say. “Enough, James,” grabbing for him, her 
fingers gripping easily around the top of his bicep. She’d pull him away. Back then, she could 
still control him.
While he thrashed and she soothed, I’d slip silently off my stool and retreat through the 
dining room, then down the hall to the stairwell, where I’d sit on the third, carpeted step and 
listen. First came the tears — angry, shouting ones, then crumpled-to-the-floor, tired, vulnerable 
ones. He was a mess. She’d ask what it was that had made him so mad and he’d blubber 
something. He just wanted to have friends, he’d sob. He didn’t understand why they wouldn’t 
include him. At this point, I knew, she could pull him close to her. She’d stroke his hair, wet with 
sweat and tears, the way she did mine whenever I came in sobbing and bloodied, usually from 
some interaction with James.
“It’s ok,” she’d coo over him. “Kids are mean sometimes. You did the right thing by 
walking away.”
Eventually, I’d hear the kitchen go silent, then the padding of his socked feet as he loped 
through the dining room to the basement door. I swear I could hear Mom’s sigh as he went, 
though I don’t know how I could’ve from the stairwell. I’d run back as soon as the basement 
door clicked shut. The best was when I caught her while she was still cross-legged and lost on
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the kitchen floor. I could crawl into her lap then and she’d hold me like a baby — gentle and soft 
and more in love with me than ever.
By the time James was in high school, he didn’t wait around to be comforted anymore.
He tore into the kitchen with limbs like whips that wiped utensils from countertops and knocked 
the legs out from every stool on the slippery tile. He punched the already cracking linoleum 
counters and once, chipped a knuckle-wide section of plaster off the wall where the phone was 
mounted. I was old enough by then that I’d moved from the kitchen up to my bedroom in the 
afternoons — a bit of distance from my mother’s supervision. So I couldn’t watch, but I’d listen 
to the crashing below, to Mom’s shouting, James’s shouting, the slamming of doors, cabinets, 
appliances against countertops. When it had subsided from waves to ripples, I’d venture carefully 
downstairs and find her alone, resetting the nicked but not broken furniture, rinsing the half­
chopped vegetables that had been wiped to the floor. He rarely actually broke anything — more 
bluster than brawn, I realize now.
He’d just needed to cool off, mom would tell me. She’d sent him to his room, she’d say, 
as if he hadn’t been on his way there already. I was too old by then to crawl into her lap, but I’d 
stay anyway. Without looking at her, neither of us speaking, I’d reset a stool and push it under 
the counter. I liked to be in that post-storm silence with her, that vulnerable void that draws close 
to it anything that will sympathize. I understood her then, the position she was in as mother to 
my brother and at the same time, to me. Why couldn’t all her boys be smart and studious like I 
was? Why couldn’t I have come first, and James later — he might’ve learned from me. When the 
kitchen was put back together, she’d smile weakly and say thank you, which was my cue to 
leave. She needed time to think, to come back to terms with her reality.
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If Mom wasn’t home, or even if she was just out in the back, tending her garden, James 
would sometimes leave the kitchen alone and come find me instead. I always knew when it was 
coming, could hear the threat in the initial slam of the kitchen door followed by the quiet 
sneaking, the shuffling up the stairs. Tock tock on my bedroom door and then he was inside. 
“Come here,” he’d say, dragging a chair out into the hall.
James had figured out when I was five that if he hit me just right in the solar plexus, he 
could make me black out. But he needed the chair to get me at the right height, and the hallway 
wall behind it to pin me for full impact.
While I climbed onto the chair, he’d stand back and breathe through his nose, completely 
composed. “Sit up,” he’d say and I’d turn around and try. I knew what was coming, every time, 
but had learned not to fight or run or call for my mother because that brought the unpredictable 
out of him. Once, when I’d hollered for Mom and she’d actually heard from the backyard, he’d 
retreated but then come back in the night and sat outside my bedroom door, scratching at it in 
slow, ominous strokes. He never came in, but he established the threat that kept me awake for 
weeks.
I gripped the seat of the chair on both sides and took a deep breath while he planted his 
feet just right, karate position. Martial arts were his one extra curricular — good for his temper, 
I’d heard Mom whisper to Dad once, when he was grumbling about writing the check for the 
next month’s lessons.
James held both his arms by his sides, the left one straight and the right one bent at the 
elbow, fist balled. I closed my eyes. Sometimes he’d narrate it: “Praying mantis!” he’d call then
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a swish as he pulled back with the right — Crack! — hot pain exploded like emotion through my 
chest.
If I didn’t pass out, I’d gag and sputter and cough and he’d step back to wait until I’d 
recovered. Then he’d do it again. Sometimes he missed my chest and knocked the air out of me 
instead, which was worse because I was conscious for it and felt sure, every time, that I’d never 
catch my breath again. He’d do it over and over: set the feet, cock the arm and crack until 
eventually I did pass out. I’d come to slumped in the chair or crumpled at the base of the wall 
and if he didn’t walk away, he’d set me back up and do it again.
I never told about that stuff, the real evil stuff. For one, he threatened me but for another,
I thought I was doing a sort of service by taking the abuse. I thought I was saving others from it 
— Mom, in particular — and I even thought I was helping James. After he was done, which 
sometimes took my passing out three or four times, he’d leave me there, walk away, retreat 
silently to the basement. He’d have calmed down. And I was the one who’d made it happen.
<><><>
Through the park and out again on the north side, I managed to negotiate the streets of 
Harlem through rain so thick that I had to hold onto street signs and look up just to read them. 
Eventually I found the bookstore, though there was no sign out front — just the street address 
and some lettering on an industrial, glass door, half of it covered over in duct tape where the 
glass must have been kicked in. I tugged the door open and shuffled into a windowed vestibule, 
where a large, roughly cut square of blue shag carpeting covered the floor. It squished rainwater 
when I tried to wipe my feet. I was freezing, I realized as soon as I stopped running, and I wished 
the ghetto bookstore had a Starbucks heating vent over its threshold.
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“Gray!” Laurea said, pulling open the inside-door. “You made it!”
In the same instant, the outside door opened behind me. I glanced back and caught the 
small, hunched shape of a man in a black jacket, a sopping newspaper tented over his head.
“Hey Wally,” Laurea called, holding the inside-door open and waving us both through.
The store was one, enormous room with a paneled, echoey ceiling and a cold, dusty chill. 
Metallic, library-style bookshelves were lined up in aisles at the back and had been pulled 
against the walls closer to the door, where ten rows of plastic chairs were set up facing a platform 
at the front. The lighting was dim and made the place feel colder.
“Well,” said Wally once we were all gathered inside. “It looks like Mother Nature has 
brought the ocean to us this time, huh?” he said, shaking out his newspaper and stomping his 
sneakered feet. He was a petite black man with bright, chestnut skin stretched tight over a wide 
nose. He was in his late sixties or early seventies, I thought, based on the speckled gray of his 
close-cropped hair and the tired way his eyes slouched when he tried to smile at his own joke.
“Shall we invite the ocean in?” he asked, winking at Laurea as he turned toward the 
windows, hands cupped over his mouth. “Welcome to New York!” he called.
I stepped back. So these were the kind of people that Laurea dealt with all day long. No 
wonder she’d found herself some drinking buddies. I smiled at her sympathetically and she 
smiled back, first at Wally, then at me. She was wearing that thick, wool sweater from the night 
before and her hair was in two tight, blond braids thrown back behind her shoulders. On the 
bottom, it was a pair of loose, dirty jeans tucked into industrial-looking rain boots. I was glad I 
hadn’t dressed up for this meeting but, at the same, wished I had a change of clothes. I was 
already suppressing the shivers.
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“Wow,” Laurea said, turning her attention back to me. “Did you run here? You must be 
freezing!”
I shrugged. “Can’t let a little rain interfere with your training.”
“Oh.”
“The marathon,” I added and reached behind to catch my right foot as I kicked it back, 
quad stretching.
“Ah yes,” said Wally, poking the air with one pointer finger. “Jogging is the white man’s 
sport. But running — leave that to the Africans!”
I looked at Laurea like, really? But she was already reaching for the old man.
“Wally,” she said, circling her newly tattooed arm around his shoulders. “This is my 
friend, Gray. The one I told you about who works for that non-profit downtown.”
I’m sure he didn’t know the tattoo was there, half-an-inch deep under her sweater. It 
would still be tender, I thought. And yet look at how she held him.
So I didn’t look. I focused my eyes behind them, on what I quickly realized was an 
enormous, gaudy chandelier with candle-tip lightbulbs and strings of post-it sized paper draped 
from its arms. It hung above the fifth row of chairs up front, low enough that most people would 
have to duck their heads to walk underneath.
“Nice to meet you,” I said and, without looking, offered my hand to Wally. He shook 
hard, then looked at Laurea, who had dropped her arm from around his shoulders.
“Is he man or ice cube?” Wally asked, taking my one hand between two of his and 
rubbing hard. He had an accent that I couldn’t quite place. Not Haitian or Brazilian, maybe
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African but I couldn’t tell which part. What was he doing in Harlem? He leaned in and blew hot, 
stale tobacco breath over both our hands like they were tinder for a fire.
“Do you want a change of clothes, Gray?” Laurea asked, a look of concern knit across 
her forehead. “I bet I’ve got something” she said and turned as if to go searching.
“I’m fine,” I said and pulled my hand back from Wally. “I’m just stopping by anyway.
I’m only midway through my run,” I lied. If Wally was the audience for this forum, then I, 
clearly, was not. What could we two possibly share? If Laurea “needed” me later, then she could 
call. That’s what I’d tell her, I thought. Call me later.
“I’ll call Cynthia,” Wally said, stepping back. “She’s coming and she will bring him good 
clothes.” He turned and began to walk away.
“I really can’t stay,” I said, firmer this time. I looked at Laurea, whose disappointment 
mixed frantically with panic in those usually soft, blue eyes. Wally kept walking.
When he was out of sight, Laurea leaned in close to me. “Oh God, Gray,” she said softly. 
“You’ve got to stay and help me. People are already calling and canceling, the food order’s late 
and I don’t think it’s coming at all.”
A little voice at the back of my mind, which I should’ve listened to, said that Wally was 
there and clearly ready to help her with all of her needs. Why didn’t she just ask him?
But then she grabbed my hand, leaned in closer, and said, “Please, Gray?”
“It’ll be ok,” I said and shivered, unsettled by the warmth of her touch. “I can stay for a
bit.”
Thank you, she mouthed, then dropped my hand and, with both of hers, rubbed up and 
down on my biceps in a warming, motherly sort of way. I tried to step out of it — I didn’t need
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her to mother me — as a voice from behind me called: “Laurea? What’s the ETA on the 
sandwich platters?”
I turned around. A tall white man was ducking under the chandelier and coming toward 
us. He wore a gray, v-neck sweater and thin-ribbed, tight-fitting corduroy trousers that swished 
as he walked and fell perfectly at the cuff over a pair of leather boots.
“I haven’t been able to reach them,” Laurea said with a sigh. “But I’m going to keep 
trying. And there’s always Russo’s across the street. We could pick up pizzas —”
The man sighed. “We try to avoid Russo’s,” he informed her. “It’s not exactly the model 
of nutrition we’d like to promote among our clientele.”
Laurea clamped her lips and nodded. This had to be her boss, I thought, the owner of the 
store. She hadn’t mentioned last night what a prick he was.
“I can run out for something,” I offered, smiling at Laurea. “There must be a grocery
store?”
“That’s ok,” Laurea said flatly and without looking at me. Did she want my help or not? 
Wally had popped into view again on the other side of a bookshelf. He strode up to the register 
and reached behind the counter on which it sat. I looked back at Laurea. Shouldn’t someone be 
keeping an eye on the cash drawer? Then Wally pulled up a cordless phone.
“Michael, this is my friend, Gray,” Laurea said.
Michael held out his hand and I shook it with the strength that Wally had used on me, but 
Michael did not return. His whole arm went loose. He was very tall and quite thin, reminded me 
of my father except that Michael had a piercing in his left ear. He took his hand back and pressed 
a few, whitening hairs against his right temple.
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“Nice to meet you,” he said, looking at Laurea. “Did you finish the signs yet? They 
should be up already. It’s almost four.”
“I’m on it,” she said. “C’mon, Gray” and she turned and made her way toward the 
counter, where Wally was still on the phone.
Michael sighed and rolled his eyes at me, as if I understood his plight, as if we men were 
so universally burdened by these incompetent women. I glared back, then turned and followed 
Laurea. It wasn’t exactly the afternoon that I’d wanted to spend with her, but how could I leave 
her like this, stuck between a passive-aggressive boss and a crazy old man tying up her 
phoneline? At that point, I had to stay.
Laurea walked quickly and edged around the counter to her laptop. I wanted to say 
something, to comfort her, call him an asshole. I wanted to touch her arm, rub it gently as if to 
tell her everything’s ok. Maybe I’d graze the tattoo by accident. Maybe it would startle her and 
she’d look up, notice me. But when I reached my hand out, she stepped back.
“So I have to finish making these signs,” she said. Her face was flushed through both 
cheeks and in a bright-red bridge across her nose. She was upset. “Why don’t you just look 
around? And you can help me hang the signs once they’re printed?”
I hesitated. It seemed like one of those situations with women where you’re supposed to 
read through what they’re saying and do the opposite. Was she testing me?
“I could help with the signs,” I ventured and pulled myself halfway around the counter. 
But she stepped away again as I stepped toward her.
“It’s fine,” she insisted. I put my hands up and stepped back.
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“I’m sorry, Gray,” she said, shaking her head and reaching for me. This time I stepped 
back and she just sighed and let her hands fall by her sides. A lovers’ quarrel, I thought, and we 
had it perfectly choreographed.
“I just —” she said. “Just give me five minutes.”
Wally had finished on the phone and, paying no attention to what was going on, handed it 
to the distraught Laurea.
“Hey, Wall?” she said, taking the phone. “Will you show Gray where the coffee’s at?”
“Of course, darling,” Wally said and winked at her. “Cynthia’s bringing for him. She’ll be 
here soon.”
“I really don’t —” I started but Wally was already walking away and Laurea had given 
her full attention over to the computer screen and the telephone, where she was punching a 
number in.
The store extended back farther than I’d realized. Behind the meeting area up front were 
eight narrow rows of bookshelves long enough that Wally’s footsteps echoed as he made his way 
down the left-most aisle. I followed, though he walked very fast. From behind, I could see that 
he was bow-legged inside his Levis and, actually, that the whole right side of his body seemed to 
relax in a way that the left did not.
“Here you are, my friend. The nectar of life,” Wally said, stopping at an intersection of 
the long aisle with a short, perpendicular one. A small, rectangular table had taken the place of a 
bookshelf against the left wall and was stapled over with one of those plastic, made-in-China 
tablecloths, Pepto pink with little flower bouquets. There were three stacks of styrofoam cups in
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the corner and two carafes in the middle of the table, one labeled “Water” and the other “Wally’s 
Farm Coffee.”
I stopped in front of the display and realized how cold I’d gotten since I’d arrived. I 
should’ve brought a change of clothes. So stupid — it’s not like me to mess up like that. 
Whatever Wally gave me, I realized as I took a step closer to him, would smell like cooked 
celery. It wasn’t an awful smell, but it ached of age and personal weakness. I leaned away and 
reached for one of the styrofoam cups.
“So you work in Africa, Laura said?”
“I work for a non-profit that works in Africa,” I explained. I almost corrected him on 
Laurea’s name too, but didn’t really want to engage in conversation.
Wally reached for a cup and poured himself hot water. There were tea bags at the other 
end of the table, but he didn’t take one.
“My wife used to drink just hot water,” he told me. “I would try to make her a tea and she 
would say, ‘No, just water.’” He smiled and held the hot cup in both hands. I did the same. “She 
worked in Africa,” Wally said. “But you know, after a while most of you people see that it’s 
useless.”
“Oh?” I said because I couldn’t help it. He had called me ‘you people.’
“Mmmm-hmmm,” Wally nodded his head. He pulled his cup up under his chin like it was 
a flashlight and he was about to tell me a ghost story. The steam splashed a splotchy blush 
around the top of his neck. “You know,” he said. “For fifty years, people have been trying to help 
the poor Africans fix our countries. Now that we’re in-de-pen-dent. But it never works, does it?”
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I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to talk about international development theory with a senile 
African man who clearly had it in for me. There’s no winning in a situation like that. And I don’t 
like to lose.
“It can’t be fixed, my friend,” Wally said, shaking his head. “Not from the outside and 
certainly not by flooding it with more international aid .” He sighed. “It makes me sad 
sometimes. Sometimes, I am not very proud to be from Africa.”
He turned and put his cup on the table, then reached and shuffled through the assortment 
of teabags. He paused to look at me and asked, “So you do education? Or agriculture? Or 
medicine. Those are the big ones.”
I took a deep breath and considered changing the subject. But I couldn’t let him have the 
last word just because he was from  there. “Well,” I said, “At For People we don’t do aid work. 
We sponsor community initiatives and social entrepreneurs,” I explained, realizing that he 
probably wouldn’t know what that meant. But he was nodding along anyway while he tore open 
a packet of Red Raspberry tea. “We only sponsor projects that the community needs,” I said. 
“Everything is one-hundred-percent community-driven.”
If only Megan could hear me now, I thought. Would there be a promotion in her pocket 
for me then? Or would I have to rattle off her personal accomplishments as well?
“Mmm-hmm,” Wally said. “That’s good” and he dunked the teabag into his cup. The 
water bloomed pink and then swirled a dark magenta. We both watched, silent.
“You still see a problem,” I offered. I took the bait, fine. But only because it would’ve 
been forfeiture to say nothing.
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He smirked and didn’t look up from his cup. “Smart boy,” he said. “Do you track where 
the money goes? Do you know that every city and village on that whole continent has a sewer 
system for its money and that it always runs downhill? It goes right into the hands of the lowest, 
most corrupt people. Ironically,” he added, looking up now, his chestnut cheeks burning red. 
“Some of them occupy very high places in our governments. That’s our problem in Nigeria 
anyway. Ever since you people invaded, only the worst get the power.”
I was familiar with the argument, of course. Africa didn’t need money, it needed change 
and change had to come from Africans. Westerners needed to stop trying to appease our post­
colonial guilt by “helping.” Or, more cynically, colonialism was being perpetuated through aid 
work and other Western interventions.
I wanted to say something to the effect of D on’t bite the hand that feeds you, but then he 
might go on with metaphors about the “nutrition” of the “food” we gave. We were poisoning his 
people. The truth is that I was helping. The work we did in Africa and elsewhere made a 
difference and I should be respected, not condemned, for doing what I did for so little 
compensation. Did he not see the sacrifices that I made? Did he not see how I suffered in order to 
help? But no. Of course he didn’t. He was trying to attack me, ruffle my feathers, get me to say 
something stupid that would prove his point. And I wasn’t going to do it.
“If you believe so much in Africans helping Africans,” I asked, “what are you doing in 
New York?”
“Ah, my friend,” Wally said and rested a hand on my shoulder. He maintained the tone of 
a professor speaking to a student, like even when it came to New York he had things to teach me.
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“I never said that, but now that you ask — I met my wife here in the eighties. Just come for some 
training at Columbia, and thirty years later ...” He looked into his teacup and shook his head.
I looked away and sipped my coffee. It was surprisingly good, though it needed 
sweetener.
“Well, you’ll see,” Wally said, looking up, his mouth sneaking into a sly smile. “Once she 
gets you, you’ll see what you’d give up to keep her.” He winked and nodded his head toward the 
front desk, where I could just glimpse Laurea perched over her computer. Wally turned and 
looked too, then laughed and let his hand fall from my shoulder.
I stepped back, out of range. He didn’t know about us.
“We’re not together,” I said and moved past him to refill my coffee.
“Butyou would like to be,” he winked. “Sugar?” he asked and as I stepped away, he 
offered a small, woven basket stacked with rectangular, paper sugar packets.
“No, thank you,” I said curtly, though I did want sugar. I just didn’t want it from him. I 
grabbed a book off the closest shelf, and pretended to be immediately absorbed.
“White people,” I heard him mumble as he broke three packets into his tea.
“You know what? That’s racism,” I said, finally fed up. “You don’t get to say stuff about 
white people and get away with it just because you’re black and there’s a history —” I slammed 
my coffee down on the table and didn’t wince at the spillover onto my hand. “Also,” I added, 
“being black and African doesn’t make you the authority on everything black and African. I’ve 
been working on these projects for two years,” I said, tapping hard on the table for each of the 
years. “I think I have an idea of what those people need. Do you even know how hard I work?
Do you know what I give up to do the work I do? When was the last time you were even in
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Africa? When was the last time you tried to save your own people instead of just living in our 
country, bleeding out our welfare system?”
He was looking at me, steady. I realized I’d been yelling and glanced down the aisle for 
Laurea, who had disappeared from behind the counter. But I didn’t care if she’d heard me. I was 
right, even if it wasn’t politically correct. I didn’t want to take any of it back, and I wouldn’t let 
his eyes make me.
“I’m sorry to have upset you,” he said finally and paused, like he wanted me to accept the 
apology. He kept his eyes hooked on mine and I didn’t look away.
“Gray?” came a voice from the next aisle over. Then Laurea appeared behind Wally, next 
to the coffee. She put a hand on Wally’s shoulder, and Wally stepped to the side.
“I need to take care of something in the back,” he said. “Why don’t you help Laura?”
I looked to her, to see if she’d correct him. But she was busy rubbing the palm of her 
hand in circles over his shoulder.
“It’s Laurea,” I said.
“Ach.” He nodded and looked at her. He put three fingertips to his forehead and held 
them there with his eyes closed. “I am so bad with names,” he admitted. He sighed as he let his 
hand fall, then turned and walked out from under Laurea’s touch, deeper into the store, his 
footsteps echoing down the aisle.
I grabbed three sugar packets, which I opened all in one go and emptied fully into my 
coffee cup. Fuck him too, I thought. Of course, there was nothing with which to stir, so I held the 
cup by the top and stood there, swirling it in shallow circles.
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Laurea, meanwhile, was watching Wally go, his lopsided gait pounding an uneven 
rhythm into the linoleum covered floor.
“He have a stroke or something?” I asked.
“He used to be a boxer,” she said. “There was an accident.”
When Wally reached the end of the aisle, he pushed through a heavy door with a big sign 
over the top of it: EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY.
<><><>
“Gray!” Laurea called from the front of the store.
I was wandering the aisles at that point, picking up books at random and trying not to 
think about how cold I was. After Wally left, Laurea had warned me that he was “very sensitive” 
right now — his wife had passed earlier in the year and things at the bookstore had been rocky 
lately. Why that mattered, I wasn’t sure. I was just glad she didn’t ask me to apologize — though 
she did ask what we’d been arguing about. I’d shrugged and she’d let it go, told me to find 
something to read while she finished what she was doing.
“Coming!” I called as I made my way toward the front of the store. Halfway there, I 
realized I’d left my empty coffee cup on a bookshelf. I almost went back for it, but whatever. 
People probably do that all the time here.
“Gray!” she called again, more urgent this time.
“Yeah,” I said as I emerged from one of the aisles. What was the rush? As I came out 
from between them, I looked back at the two shelves on either side of aisle seven. The right was 
“Biography” and the left was “Fiction.” Farther to the left, as I walked toward Laurea, were two 
more shelves of fiction. What did the people of Harlem need so much fiction for? Give them
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history and textbooks, I thought, not fiction and escapism. I looked up at Laurea, whose hair was 
now up in a ponytail at the back of her head and who seemed even more distraught than before.
“Problem,” she said. Where her laptop had been, there was now a big, red mixing bowl 
with a puddle at the bottom.
“What happened?” I asked.
She pointed up at a what looked like a coffee stain on the ceiling. I looked back down at 
her just as a drop splashed into the bowl. She stepped back, turned, and kicked something across 
the floor behind her. When she turned around again, she was on the verge of tears.
“Hey,” I said and moved toward the counter.
“It already dumped all over my computer,” she croaked, then cleared her throat and took 
a breath. “I turned away for a second. And look,” she said, pointing now at the chandelier, which 
was dripping half-a-dozen puddles onto the metal chairs beneath it. I could hear the ping of the 
droplets as they hit.
“Can’t you call the landlord?” I asked.
Ping. Ping. Ping. It wasn’t loud but I talked louder anyway, hoping to drown it out. “This 
should be his responsibility,” I shouted.
Just then Michael emerged from between some shelves behind Laurea and stepped 
laboriously over whatever she’d kicked in that direction. He was hugging a bundle of towels, 
which he pressed down on with his chin. He looked directly at Laurea when he said: “Did you 
get Wally yet?”
“Have you seen Wally?” she asked, turning to me.
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I shook my head. Was he the handyman or something? How was a crippled, ornery old 
man going to help the situation?
Michael rolled his eyes and Laurea shrugged. “We can take care of it,” she said.
“Well could you and your friend at least help? We’ve got to cover the shelves,” Michael 
said, angling his head to indicate the long library aisles in the back. I turned to look and caught 
the sheen of a puddle down aisle four: Spiritual, Gardening & Self-Help.
“Yeah,” Laurea said. She walked toward Michael like she was going to help him with the 
towels but he turned his back to her, shimmied sideways out from behind the counter, and 
hobbled toward the chandelier.
“Ooookay,” Laurea said as she came out and stood next to me, both of us facing those 
long, under-lit aisles. “He’s such a diva,” she said under her breath then reached for a paper 
grocery bag. “Here, Wally’s neighbor brought you some clothes.”
“No thanks.”
“Aren’t you cold?” she asked, looking at me the way the man in the crowd had earlier in 
the day. There was anger there and disbelief, but also trepidation. “Jesus, Gray. He’s trying to 
help you.”
“I don’t need his help,” I said, meeting her narrow eyes with mine wide open. Let’s see 
her try to challenge me.
She set the bag on the floor, then turned away and started toward the left-most aisle, the 
coffee aisle. I followed.
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“Shouldn’t people be showing up pretty soon?” I asked. She’d taken off her sweater and 
was wearing just a t-shirt that had fallen off her right shoulder. Her bra strap was black satin and 
cinched tight to her skin, which puckered out on either side.
“I cancelled it,” she said without turning back to look at me. “No one’ll come in this 
weather.”
“Oh,” I said and felt relief bloom through my chest. I wouldn’t have to deal with a room 
full of Wally’s. In fact, I thought, maybe this would mean that Wally would leave, that I wouldn’t 
have to worry about him distracting Laurea.
“So why are you looking for Wally?”
Laurea stopped and turned around.
“Wally is my boss,” she said. “He owns this whole place.”
“What? So who’s the douchebag?” I said, pointing in the direction that Michael had taken 
his armful of towels
“Michael is a volunteer. And he’s not a douchebag,” she said, more softly than I had.
“You’re such a hypocrite. You can call him a diva but I can’t call him a douchebag?”
She looked away. I’d cornered her.
“Why didn’t you tell me about Wally?” I demanded. “Fuck. Jesus Christ, Laurea.”
“What? You’d have been nicer if you knew that Wally was an important person?”
“Maybe!” I couldn’t stop thinking about the next time I’d see him. He’d be smug, I 
thought, and I’d be expected to apologize. It no longer mattered that I’d won the argument 
earlier.
“It’s your fault,” I said, looking right at her. “You should’ve told me.”
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She closed her mouth, breathed deeply through her nose, then turned and continued down 
aisle one, toward the emergency exit.
When to Walk Away
On Wednesday night, Wally insisted on having me and Laurea over for dinner. We’d been 
pulling fourteen and fifteen hour days at the bookstore — packing and moving paperbacks out of 
the reach of puddles, placing buckets under the worst leaks, and trying (unsuccessfully) to 
convince Wally to call in a contractor. He was sure he could do the work himself, he told us, and 
while we crouched in sewage-stinking water unloading the lowest shelves, he spent his days 
tottering on a step-stool, inspecting water stains on ceiling tiles.
Wally lived just around the corner from the store in an inconspicuous, two-story 
brownstone. He owned the whole building, Laurea told me as we walked over together under a 
plaid-patterned umbrella that he’d insisted we borrow. He and his wife, who had worked some 
high-power job at the I.M.F., had bought the place when they moved to Harlem from Westchester 
five years ago. They lived in the unit on the left and rented out the one on the right. The two 
places shared a series of concrete steps and a wrought-iron fenced patio decorated with a single, 
potted fern between the two front doors. I held the umbrella close over Laurea’s head while she 
knocked.
“Welcome welcome,” Wally called, pulling open the heavy, oaken door and stepping 
backwards into a softly lit hallway. He wore a red-checkered apron and carried a matching dish 
towel. “Dinner’s almost ready. You know the drill, Lau.”
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He winked at her, then turned, hurried back down the hall and disappeared through a 
brightly lit doorway. Meanwhile, Laurea hung our soaking coats — it was still raining on 
Wednesday night — on hooks by the door and filed our shoes carefully on a rack underneath. 
Then she routed around headfirst in a small coat closet and emerged with two pairs of slippers.
“No, thanks,” I said and dropped the slippers back into the closet. I didn’t need anymore 
of Wally’s false generosity, especially if it was being channeled through Laurea. She shrugged 
and slipped into a furry pair of shoes that must have belonged to Wally’s dead wife.
The hall was wide and elegant, like something out of a magazine, like nothing I’d ever 
walked into before. There was an oriental runner down the middle and two long, marble-topped 
tables on either side of the center aisle. What a place like this was doing in the middle of Harlem, 
I wasn’t sure. But it didn’t surprise me that Wally lived here. There was something about him, 
something calculated, that just didn’t fit in the world of a struggling nonprofit. The tables were 
packed with framed photographs and antique knick knacks — fragile and expensive-looking. I 
slowed as I followed Laurea past them.
Many of the photos on the tables pictured a woman with blond-white hair and a smile that 
propped her cheeks up so that her eyes became little more than crescents with lashes. This must 
be Wally’s wife, I thought. In one photo, she had her arm around a copper-skinned girl who had 
to be their daughter, Carmen. Wally and Laurea talked about Carmen constantly — what she’d 
order for lunch if she were there, which of these soggy books she’d read, what she’d thought of 
Nigeria when Wally had taken her there for a visit when she was just twelve. He’d expected her 
to be overwhelmed by the sheer number of people, but what she’d talked about most had been
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the noise, the rhythms she’d tried to decipher in the constant hum of so many people moving 
through a place. She’d always been like that, Wally reminisced, so observant.
“Is this Carmen?” I asked, pointing at the picture and immediately regretting it. Now I’d 
have to hear another story about Wally’s amazing daughter.
Laurea picked up the photograph. She was still wearing that oversized wool sweater, 
which smelled like wet dog and made her look like a homeless person. She wore her hair in a 
low ponytail and it frizzed out behind her ears, exaggerating the frenzied look in her eyes. We 
were all exhausted, but Laurea wore it worst and worried most. I felt bad for her — she just 
wasn’t used to working so hard.
“Yup, that’s Carmen,” Laurea said and pointed to the powder-blue cap and gown in the 
picture. “Must be her graduation from Columbia.”
“You know, people say that Columbia isn’t worth it for undergrad. You’re only supposed 
to go there for grad school,” I said, taking the frame from Laurea and placing it back on the table, 
not quite where it had been. “Like all the stupid Ivy Leagues.”
Laurea and I had both gone to small liberal arts colleges — competitive schools that just 
don’t get the same recognition as the Ivies even though the standards are the same, if not better. I 
used to complain about this to Bekah, who had gone to school with me and totally commiserated. 
We didn’t get the name recognition, the job opportunities, the tickets into elite social networks. 
All we got was a better education in a society where that seemed to matter less and less. And 
meanwhile people like Carmen got elite status not because they earned it but because of where 
they went to school and who their parents were. It was a rigged system.
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But Laurea didn’t seem to care. She picked up another picture, also of Carmen. In this 
one, Carmen was no more than eight years old, her dark, curly hair a wild frame around her 
round face and her smile as wide and distorting as her mother’s. She held a heart-shaped stone up 
to her cheek as if it were a beloved pet. Laurea and I both stood there, transfixed for a moment, 
and I wondered whether Laurea had experienced the same unbridled glee as a child or if, like me, 
she had always had something (someone) to worry about.
“Lau!” Wally called from somewhere beyond the end of the hall. It irked me that he used 
this knickname — as if he were a peer, as if they were as close as we were. “You get lost?” he 
asked, peeking his head back into the hallway.
Laurea smiled, handed me the picture frame, then turned and disappeared into the house.
I was about to set it back on the table but instead slipped it into the front pocket of my jeans, then 
followed Laurea down the hall.
“Beer? Wine?” Wally asked when I entered the dining room, which was separated from 
the kitchen by a long, granite-topped counter. Wally was on the other side, washing a head of 
romaine at a deep, stainless steel sink that shown brightly under lights recessed into the ceiling. 
The stove and oven looked like the kind you’d find in the kitchen of a fancy restaurant, though 
these were cleaner. The rest of the appliances were all brand new and there were more of them 
than one household could possibly need.
“Gray? Wine? Beer?” Wally repeated without looking up at me. “Save the water for the 
whales!”
Laurea giggled. She had already slipped behind the counter and was pulling two wine 
glasses down from a high cabinet. She had a bottle of red out beside her.
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“That’s ok, Lau,” I said. There were four stools tucked underneath the dining-room side 
of the counter, and I dragged one out, climbed up and sat down. “I’ll take a beer.”
“OK,” she said and poured both glasses of wine anyway. She handed one to Wally and 
asked, “Is there beer in the fridge?”
“Hope so,” he said and winked at her again.
In retrospect, I don’t think Laurea realized what he was doing, putting her in his wife’s 
slippers, splitting a bottle of wine. She’d obviously done this before. She knew “the drill,” knew 
where he kept the wine glasses, was so at ease that she didn’t even try to cover up the 
goosebumped sliver of skin between sweater and waistline that she exposed every time she 
stretched to pull a glass, a salad bowl, three dinner plates from a high shelf. I watched him watch. 
I caught the glint of hunger in his eyes. But Laurea wasn’t even looking for it, wouldn’t have 
deciphered it if she’d seen it because she was so certain of his goodness, so blinded by his 
manipulations. In some ways, I was attracted to this innocence in her. That she was reliably both 
surprised and outraged by injustice made her a true activist, a genuine advocate. Then again, 
playing the part of the poor activist, she was too ready to accept a free glass of wine and the 
harmlessness of a lonely, old, African widower.
“Sweetheart, the sauce,” Wally said and lifted the lid off a small pot by Laurea’s hip. He 
snatched a spoon out of a carafe next to the stove and plunged it into the boiling red sauce, then 
patted Laurea’s lower back as she took over stirring.
“Here you go, Gray,” Wally said, turning away from the stove and grabbing a baguette 
and breadknife off the counter behind him. “You can do the garlic bread. Just slice, butter, 
garlic,” he said, dropping the ingredients onto a cutting board in front of me.
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“That’s alright,” I said, slipped off my stool and walked toward the other end of the 
counter. “Hey Lau, can you hand me that beer?”
She’d taken one out of the fridge, but left it on the island in the center of the kitchen 
when Wally had called her to the stove. She turned away now and without a word, opened the 
beer and set it on the counter in front of me, then returned to her spoon and saucepan.
Heineken. Of course he’d serve me some lazy, generic beer when he’d already opened a 
bottle of expensive wine for her. It was those little gestures, those micro-aggressions that he 
knew would grate on me but would sail miles above the head of an unsuspecting girl like Laurea. 
I know she thought I was being rude by not making his garlic bread for him, but I was making a 
point. I wouldn’t be bought by Wally’s pretend attempts at friendship and familiarity. I didn’t like 
him, I didn’t trust him and I wasn’t going to look the other way on all his indiscretions in 
exchange for a cooking lesson.
“This is a nice place, Wally,” I said, lifting my beer off the counter and turning toward the 
dining room. A fireplace covered one entire wall with an elaborate stone-and-seashell chimney 
that snaked up through the ceiling. It was gaudy — the seashells in particular. In the middle of 
the room was a long, black table with eight leather-upholstered chairs that alternated black and 
white. In the center of the table stood a large candelabra made of wire and colored beads, a 
souvenir from Nigeria I’m sure. The effect was odd — these whimsical shells and beads tucked 
in among the austere furniture and fireplace. I wondered whether Wally had added the whimsy or 
if it had been his wife’s doing. I suspected the wife.
“I’m surprised you can live like this on the bookstore income,” I said. The more time I 
spent at Community, the more suspicious I became of the whole operation. The books were in
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terrible shape, all creased along their spines and with pages turned tea-colored. In addition to 
buying books — and I couldn’t find one that cost more than four dollars — people could borrow 
the books for free. There was no way that this place turned a profit, or was even trying to. And to 
make things worse, I hadn’t seen a single person so much as peek through a window in the last 
four days. And now, seeing Wally’s lifestyle outside the store, I suspected that the bookstore 
wasn’t really a bookstore at all, that Wally was running something else much more lucrative 
behind it.
“Oh! No, Gray,” he said and laughed at me. “Everything from the store goes into a 
neighborhood trust. My wife and I made some good investments early on. We don’t make any 
money off the store.”
At this, Laurea turned from the stove, awestruck. “Really?”
Wally nodded. Of course, I thought, donate a little to charity and look like a hero while 
you make the real money behind closed doors.
“Sweetheart?” he asked Laurea. “Toss me another bulb of garlic.”
She turned, grabbed the garlic out of a handmade bowl next to the sink, and lobbed it 
across the kitchen to where Wally was spreading gobs of butter between slices of baguette. He 
reached under the counter and turned a knob I couldn’t see. James Taylor, who had been 
strumming away softly in the background, blasted into surround-sound. Laurea closed her eyes. I 
turned back to the dining room.
I’d met assholes like this in college, guys with money who acted like anything within 
reach was theirs — a girl, a grade, a summer internship. It bothered me for a long time, how 
entitled they were and how I had to take five steps for every one of theirs. What I learned though
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is that when you think that something’s already yours, you take stupid risks to get your hands on 
it. That’s why sexual assault is such a problem on these college campuses. It’s also how so many 
of the graduates end up on Wall Street.
I watched Wally with Laurea — straining the pasta, dressing the salad, always a bit too 
close, always with a hand hovering just this side of inappropriate. She never flinched. She poured 
two more glasses of wine. But he was going to make a wrong move and all I had to do was catch 
him in it. It was the same with the bookstore and whatever scheme he was running behind it. I 
just had to find the chinks in his story. And if I could expose him in front of Laurea, I’d get him 
on both counts at the same time. That’s what I was thinking anyway.
Wally had Laurea set three places at the far end of the long table. There were red, cloth 
napkins and water glasses with WWW, Wally William Wex, embossed on the side. Meanwhile, 
he set a fire in the fireplace and lit four out of five candles on the candelabra, which he slid from 
the center of the table to the far end, between the plates. The overhead lighting was dim enough 
that the fire made shadows that danced across the back of the dining-room chairs and up the wall 
beyond them. I didn’t want to sit close to the fire and overheat, but I also didn’t want to face it 
and be blinded. So I took the seat at the head of the table.
Laurea carried over an enormous bowl of spaghetti soaked in tomato sauce with minced 
up bits of chili and olives. Wally brought the salad and the garlic bread, wrapped in a checkered 
kitchen towel and placed in a woven, straw basket. They set the food on the table, and Laurea 
went back to the kitchen for the almost-empty bottle of wine.
“So Wally,” I began once they’d both sat down, Laurea on the side of the table closest to 
the fire and Wally facing it. “How long have you lived here?”
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“Just a minute, Gray,” he said and waved off another ladle-ful of pasta that Laurea was 
trying to spoon onto his plate. She slid the bowl over to me and didn’t even offer to ladle my 
spaghetti, so I pushed the bowl back to her without taking any for myself. I lifted a meager 
serving of salad onto my plate, and passed up on the garlic bread too. Laurea shot me an insistent 
look as she tried to hand me a piece, but I returned it to the basket.
“Not good for my training,” I said, though of course runners are supposed to load up on 
carbs. It’s not that I wasn’t hungry. I was starving. But I have principles and wasn’t going to eat 
Wally’s food.
“To renewal,” Wally said, lifting his fork, tines up, into the air. “May this rain be a 
cleansing one. May it clear our minds and our hearts to do the pure work that we intend to do.”
Laurea reached with her fork across the table and ting-ed it against Wally’s. Then they 
both turned, forks up, toward me. I grabbed my knife and ran it across their upheld forks like a 
xylophone. Wally smiled. Laurea rolled her eyes.
“We moved here about five years ago,” Wally replied to my question as he stabbed his 
fork into the pile of spaghetti on his plate.
“And before that?” I asked. If I could establish a timeline, I might be able to pick up 
some clues about whatever the bookstore was covering up.
“We waited for Carmen to finish high school, then we sold our house in Westchester and 
bought this building and the bookstore.” He paused, loaded a forkful of pasta into his mouth, and 
went on before he’d finished chewing: “My wife was very committed to doing something 
meaningful in our retirement. And,” he said, finished chewing, then cleared his throat and wiped
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his mouth. “Excuse me. And as you get older and if you get sick as Mira did, it’s easier to live in 
the city. So, it was a practical decision, too.”
I nodded and looked at Laurea, who offered the basket of garlic bread to Wally before she 
took a second slice. A practical decision for his wife and her health and for the scam that Wally 
was running.
“Anyway,” Wally said, his mouth full of pasta. It was disgusting, his half-chewed food 
peeping out between words. I looked away, glad to have only a few leaves of romaine on my 
plate. “Moral of the story is I’ve got two properties and a business to run. But last April, when 
Mira passed, I lost a lot of my inspiration.”
He sighed, and Laurea did too. The fire did a shadow dance across his face and he closed 
his eyes, as if in mourning.
“So will you get rid of the bookstore, now that your inspiration is gone?” I pushed. What 
reason did he have to stay? He was retired and supposedly set for life financially. I didn’t doubt 
that his wife had made money and had invested it well. But Wally wasn’t the sort of man who 
would settle for enough when he had the opportunity to get more, I thought, staring at the 
extravagant fireplace in the already extravagant house. He had many better options than living in 
a dangerous part of Harlem and running a failing business. He would only have stayed if he had 
something more going on than what was visible to the eye.
“No, I don’t think so,” Wally said. “I was considering it a few months ago, but then 
Laurea joined us,” he looked at her, smiled. “And we’re getting back on our feet. I ’m getting 
back on my feet,” he corrected.
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I speared a piece of lettuce with my fork. What was this scheme of his? Maybe drugs, 
though I doubted it. Too obvious, and too much competition in a place like Harlem. Maybe it 
was an import-export thing. Where did all these used books come from anyway? Wally reached 
for another serving of pasta.
“And what about you, Gray? Where’s your family?” he asked.
“Virginia,” I said, and slipped my phone out of my pocket. Three new text messages. I 
swiped the screen to read them.
The messages were all work. Two from Francis, one from Zachariah. The one from 
Zachariah was stupid. He couldn’t find a file that he needed and wanted to know if I remembered 
what he’d titled it. I didn’t. Francis, on the other hand, had been texting since the day before, 
acting concerned about me. He wanted to know where I was, was I coming to work, Megan was 
pissed, man. As far as I was concerned, she could go on being pissed. I didn’t owe her a damn 
thing, least of all an explanation of why I wasn’t at work for the “leadership transition” this 
week. But then I read Francis’s messages:
Wednesday 3:58pm
Hey man. Everything ok?
No one’s heard from u an 
we’re starting to worry. Plz 
txt back.
Wednesday 7:34pm
R u ok? Megan’s calling ur 
emergency contact if we 
don’t hear by 2moro.
Holler.
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I put my fork down on the table and felt a flush rise in my cheeks. I looked up, thinking 
Wally must be stoking the fire, but he and Laurea were just staring at me.
“Gray?” Laurea asked. “Wally was talking to you?”
I looked at Wally, who didn’t repeat whatever I hadn’t heard him say.
“Are you ok, Gray?” he asked.
“Excuse me,” I said, got up from the table and went into the hall.
Would Megan actually do it? I would’ve listed either Bekah or my mother as emergency 
contact — bad news either way. Mom was probably already on the verge of calling the police 
since I hadn’t been returning her messages either. Meanwhile, if Megan called Bekah, Bekah 
would call Laurea, who would want to know why I’d told her I was taking vacation days when I 
was really just ditching work.
The answer? I was teaching them a lesson. If they were going to treat me like garbage,
I’d act like garbage. They could just try to get through this transition without me, then decide if 
they really wanted to push me out. In the meantime, I’d win brownie points with Laurea by 
helping her out at Community.
But now the whole plan was falling apart. Wally wasn’t an easy or desirable person to 
help. And Megan was going to break my cover which, I knew, would be the last straw with 
Laurea. You can’t lie to a girl like her — if she catches you, she’ll never trust you again. So I 
texted Francis back:
Wednesday 8:55pm
Sry. Family emergency.
Back Monday.
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I gazed down the hall, its walls painted a light charcoal, a pair of sconces on either side 
giving it a soft, winter light. I wanted a life like this. I wanted a home that always felt warm, a 
Laurea in the kitchen with a bottle of wine. I wanted a community bookstore and the community 
to go with it. But of course, to have that, you had to have money. You had to be a Wally or some 
other entitled rich person who could spend their “retirement” condescending to the masses and 
pretending they meant it. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. He didn’t deserve this.
“Everything ok?” Laurea asked when I went back into the dining room.
“Fine,” I said. “Family emergency.”
“Oh — Is it ... is everything ok?”
“Fine,” I repeated. The truth is, I was starting to lose interest in Laurea. There was that 
innocent exterior, always trying to do the right thing, the just thing. But then she’d poke and pry 
at personal tragedy and I think she got a sort of sick satisfaction out of my misfortune. Like it 
made her better than me or something.
“Is it your brother?” she asked. I forgot that I’d vented to her about him over the 
weekend.
“Yeah, actually. Supposedly he’s getting married.”
“Oh. Is that the emergency?” She sounded disappointed.
“Well, you know. He’s not the most stable person, so I’m a little bit worried. We’re just 
trying to figure out how to intervene.”
“You mean, like, stop the wedding?”
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“Something like that,” I said and grabbed a piece of garlic bread. It wasn’t a lie — I had 
been thinking about it. And if Benny and my parents had been rational people, they’d have been 
thinking about it too.
“Older brother or younger?” Wally asked.
“Gray’s the youngest,” Laurea answered for me.
“I have two brothers,” I corrected her. “They both live in the town where we grew up.
The oldest, the one who’s supposed to get married, lives in my parents’ basement.”
“You must miss them,” Wally said. “It must be hard to be the only one so far away.”
“Not in the least. But anyway, it looks like I might have to go to Virginia this weekend.” 
“For the wedding?” Laurea asked.
“No,” I said, and bit into my bread. I finished chewing before I went on. “A family
thing.”
“An intervention?” Laurea pried. She could barely keep the excitement out of her voice.
I shrugged. The garlic bread was terrible, way too much butter, so I tossed it on my plate 
and picked up a piece of lettuce instead.
“Sorry, Wally,” I said, wagging the lettuce at him, then taking a bite. “I guess I can’t stick 
around and help you out over the weekend.”
“Oh, that’s ok, Gray. Family’s the priority,” he said and I could hear the smugness in his 
voice. He thought he’d beaten me, that I was giving up. “And anyway I finally talked to the 
insurance company earlier this evening and they won’t be able to get someone out here until 
Saturday. So there won’t be much we can do until then.”
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Suddenly I understood. He was going to collect on the insurance. I’d been wracking my 
brain, suspecting him of something much more clever when it was just a simple insurance scam. 
He’d probably damaged the roof on purpose. The storm was just the final flourish, the excuse 
he’d give the insurance company in exchange for some unreasonable payout that they’d already 
signed an agreement for.
“You could still get started on repairs,” I suggested. “Just make sure you take pictures to 
document the damage. Laurea could help you with that,” I said and smiled at Laurea, who 
nodded her assent. She was always willing to help poor, old Wally.
“I don’t know,” Wally backpedaled. The truth was that he wasn’t planning to do any 
repairs. That’s why he’d had us packing up books all week instead of patching up holes in the 
ceiling.
“Listen,” I said and grabbed the last piece of romaine off my plate. “Let me make some 
calls tonight, see if we can’t get someone to come out tomorrow and take a look at things. I’d 
feel better about leaving if I knew that things were getting done here,” I lied.
Wally squirmed. A dozen beads of sweat formed a crown across his forehead. I had him 
cornered. He couldn’t turn me down in front of Laurea. But if he said yes, he put his whole 
scheme at risk. I bit into my lettuce and chewed.
“Alright,” he agreed. “If you really want to.”
“I do,” I assured him and winked at Laurea. Victory at last, and just when he thought he 
had me. I wiped my hands on the front of my jeans instead of his nice, red napkin, pulled out my 
phone, and started looking up “roof repair” in Manhattan.
<><><>
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By the time we left Wally’s that night, it was late, dark, and the rain was coming down 
steadily in fat, frigid drops. I paused on the stoop to open the umbrella, but Laurea didn’t wait. 
She galloped down the steps and, cinching the collar of her green jacket tight around her neck, 
started down the sidewalk without me. She bowed her head under the rain — no hood on that 
jacket and she was already shivering.
I jogged after her. “Let me carry that,” I offered, reaching for the plastic grocery bag of 
leftovers that Wally had insisted on packing up for us. I held the umbrella out over her head and 
grabbed her hand.
“It’s fine,” she said and yanked her arm back, twisting away from me and out from under 
the umbrella.
So I let her go. She could walk away and try to make a point, but in the end she was the 
one caught out in the rain. She got halfway to the corner before she turned around, flinching as 
the drops pelted the top of her head, her shoulders, the little traces of exposed neckline.
“You coming?” she shouted.
I lowered the umbrella over myself, took my phone out and pretended not to hear. I was 
there because she’d  said they needed help. I’d gone to dinner because she’d  begged me to. But 
then she’d spent the whole evening serving Wally hand and foot while I got treated like chopped 
liver. I was jeopardizing my job for this and if she wanted to act like a child and storm off in the 
night, I could stop getting up at 5am every morning and working fifteen-hour days just to help 
her out.
I unlocked my phone. One new message from Mom.
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Wednesday 10:04pm
Goodnight, Sweetheart. I 
hope you’re ok. Don’t work 
too hard. We luv you.
I almost laughed out loud. Of course Mom told herself that I hadn’t called her back 
because I was working too hard. It couldn’t possibly have anything to do with James or the fact 
that she was letting this whole thing go forward when she knew as well as I did that he was 
dangerous.
“Gray!” Laurea shouted again.
“What?” I called back without looking up.
“^re you coming?”
“Do you want me to?” I shouted back. That was the real question, after all. That’s what I 
was thinking about all the time. At the end of the day, did she really want me around? Did 
Megan? Did James?
She jogged back down the sidewalk and ducked underneath the umbrella. “I want you to, 
Gray” she said.
<><><>
Laurea and I arrived at the bookstore the following morning just after 7:00 with coffees 
we brought from Brooklyn and a butter-stained paper bag full of day-old muffins. As it turned 
out, neither of us had gone to work all week. But she’d stopped by the bakery the night before to 
check in and had ended up with all the day’s leftovers. They were going to need her tomorrow,
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she said and sounded relieved. I didn’t blame her. She’d been stressed all week. She didn’t feel 
like herself, she’d told me on the subway back to Brooklyn the night before. She apologized.
“Good morning!” Wally called when we came in the door and were wiping our boots on 
the mud-soaked carpet in the vestibule. It smelled like dog shit in there and I added ‘replace 
carpet’ to my mental to-do list. My plan was to spend the day getting the place into some kind of 
shape, anything to give the insurance company a headstart.
“Good morning, good morning,” Wally continued, surprisingly cheery as he approached 
from the back of the store. Behind him, the emergency exit creaked open and a young, black 
woman slipped in and followed Wally across the floor.
“Carmen!” Laurea called, handing me the bag of pastries as she slipped hurriedly out of 
her jacket.
Carmen was tall, much taller than Wally, and wore her hair in tight, thin dreadlocks that 
she was tucking behind her ears as she walked toward us. A few fell across her face and a few 
more got caught in her hooped earrings. She wore tight jeans tucked into tall boots and on top, 
had layered a maroon sweater over something black and form-fitting that mostly made me notice 
her cleavage.
“Hi, love,” Carmen said, smiling wide and soft as she hugged Laurea tightly with both 
arms. Laurea hugged back, eyes closed and cheeks pinpricked red from the outside cold. The rain 
had finally stopped late in the night, but then the temperature had dropped and sent New York 
into full-on winter.
“Whoops!” Laurea said, pulling back from the embrace and fumbling her coffee. She 
nearly spilled it.
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“I’m Gray,” I said, stepping in.
“Hi, Gray.” Carmen took my hand and shook it with her father’s signature vigor. I shook 
back harder. “It’s nice to finally meet you,” she said. “Dad says you’ve been a great help.”
I had no doubt that Wally had said as much. It was the truth, after all. But more 
importantly, it was consistent with Wally’s facade of kindness and patience.
“So what’s the plan?” Carmen asked, dropping my hand and turning back to Laurea, who 
was reaching for the pastry bag from me. Her hair was stringy with body grease and the 
shadowed cradles under her eyes hung as low and deep as Wally’s.
“You’re staying?” Laurea asked, holding Carmen by the elbow as she leaned down to 
adjust something on her rain boots.
“Parent-teacher conferences,” Carmen explained, rolling her eyes. “But at least I don’t 
have to be there.”
Carmen taught art at a charter school in the Bronx.
“We get you for a whole day?” I heard Laurea ask as I slipped past Wally into the store, 
and headed for the cafe tables in back. Eventually, the others followed.
I sipped my coffee and checked email while Laurea offered muffins first to Wally, then to 
Carmen. I caught Wally inspecting his. He turned it left then right in front of his face, 
approached it with the pinched fingers of one hand and then, reconsidering, simply brought it to 
his mouth and attacked it directly. Crumbs caught in the stubble on his chin and he looked even 
older than he had the night before
“I’ve got a contractor coming by at eight,” I said, waving away the icing-covered scone 
that Laurea was pushing on me.
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“What?” she asked.
“A contractor,” I said, more slowly this time. “He’ll be here in twenty minutes. To look at 
the roof.”
Laurea looked at Wally, who shrugged. I had him just about cornered. Laurea took the 
scone for herself, then set the bag on the table, tearing it open so that it acted like a plate. There 
was one biscotti, which I resisted.
“He’s going to need roof access,” I explained, listening to the voicemail the guy had left 
me early that morning. This guy was local to Harlem and was the only one to get back to me yet. 
I looked up at Wally, whose mouth was full. He reached for a chair and sat down while Laurea 
folded herself into a second chair and Carmen offered a third to me, which I declined.
“The roof is a complete mess,” Carmen said, taking the chair for herself. She broke a 
piece off the top of her muffin and popped it into her mouth. “Dad and I were just up there and 
it’s an ice sheet. You can see a couple of spots where I bet the water’s coming in — mostly 
around the garden beds.”
“Garden beds?” I asked.
“Oh, my mom did a rooftop garden up there a couple of summers ago. I think that’s 
probably part of the problem.”
“You think?” I said, then closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Wally had spent days 
looking busy poking at ceiling tiles and meanwhile there were mud pits on the roof just 
collecting rainwater . “Sooooo, out the back then? There’s a fire escape or something?”
“Let’s just wait for the contractor,” Laurea said.
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“I want to check it before he gets here,” I said, setting my coffee on the table. “How come 
I didn’t know about this garden?”
“There’s a fire escape in the courtyard, out back,” Carmen said and motioned lazily 
toward the emergency exit. I hadn’t even thought about where that might lead. Wally had been 
going out there a lot, but I’d just figured he was smoking cigarettes.
Outside, I did find a bucket full of cigarette butts. I climbed the fire escape with the 
feeling that I should’ve worn a helmet, maybe some knee and elbow pads too. Even the grated 
surface of the steps had been made smooth and slick by clinging ice and I had to trace the cold 
brick of the outer wall with my left hand as I made my way up to the top.
The buildings on either side of Community Bookstore were each five or six stories high 
and as I stood between them, looking out onto our roof, I wondered how the garden had ever 
gotten sunlight. But of course that didn’t matter, if the only point of the gardens was to weaken 
the roof. The beds were lined up in two rows of five, nothing in them but solid mud frosted over 
with glass-like skeins of ice. The roof sagged underneath and I couldn’t help but chuckle. How 
did he think he was going to get away with this?
I held the railing of the fire escape as I stepped onto the roof, which was ice-free only in 
patches. I looked for the nearest patch and, though it seemed against my better judgment, leapt 
for it. The whole roof was in shadow not only because of the neighboring buildings but also 
because New York hadn’t seen the sun in over a week now. I put my hands into the front pockets 
of my jeans and leapt for the next dry patch, closer to the garden beds. The roof gave a bit when I 
landed, which made me stumble and knuckle the ice to steady myself. I stood up and, with one 
sneakered foot, leaned and pressed hesitantly into a spot closer to the garden bed. Soft as a
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sponge. I wanted to step closer, poke around in one of the beds to see what was in there. Maybe 
he had more to hide than just an insurance scam. But I didn’t dare put any more weight on the 
spongy part. And besides, I reasoned, Wally wasn’t running drugs that he hid in a frozen garden. 
That was too simple. I looked up and located another dry patch further up the roof but away from 
the beds, and leapt for that one, then hopscotched, patch to patch, all the way to the front of 
building, overlooking the street.
I looked down at the cracked, sloping sidewalks littered with soggy, broke-open half­
cigarettes and crumpled up fast-food wrappers. Russo’s Pizza had a blinking, red OPEN sign in 
the window, though it was 8 AM and definitely closed. I watched a short, tubby, brown man tug 
at the tall grate of a little bodega next to Russo’s. The grate made an accelerating clock-clock- 
clock sound as it rolled up and the man stretched tall to push it back over the doorway, then 
whacked it once with a gloved fist. Just as he was about to turn and go into the shop, he paused. 
He looked up at me and I looked down at him. He waved.
“GRAY!” a voice echoed up from the courtyard. I turned around just in time to see the 
piped bed of Carmen’s hair peak up over the other side of the roof. Behind her, a tall, unfamiliar 
black man’s face was emerging from the fire escape as well.
“You’re brave!” Carmen called to me when she reached the top. She glanced at the ice 
and then stepped to the side, clinging to the railing. The man, who wore enormous, black work 
boots and a pair of cargo jeans that were worn and smudged with grease on the thighs, stepped 
around her and onto an icy section of the roof.
“You Gray?” he called.
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I waved and, not wanting to look like a fool, looked for a close-ish dry patch that I could 
step rather than leap to. Before I could find one, the man was crossing the roof, stepping 
indiscriminately on dry and iced-over bits, slipping only once and catching himself with a 
chuckle. He was an enormous guy, shoulders like barbells and a gut that made me think he must 
still live with his mother. Carmen waved to me and descended back down the fire escape. I 
wondered if she ever questioned her privilege, what her father was up to. Or if, like most rich 
kids, she simply assumed that she deserved it.
“Nice to meet you,” the man said and offered a hand.
I shook it with Wally strength. “Gray Jenkins.”
“Right. Malcolm. We emailed.”
“Yup. So what do you think?” I nodded toward the roof, which seemed a pretty foolish 
thing to traverse as nonchalantly as he had.
“Well I just did a walk-through downstairs with Carmen and Mr. Wex,” he said, referring 
to Wally. “Looks like the HVAC is pretty much shot. Burned out, badly insulated. That’s been 
opening up some weaknesses structurally. Just took a little bit of rain to make it show.”
I looked out at the roof rather than up at Malcolm’s face. I find, being short, that you gain 
no advantage by craning your neck for other people.
“What about these things?” I said, waving a hand toward the garden beds. Was the man
blind?
“Oh, they’re not doin’ any harm,” he said, waving the garden off as easily as I’d waved it 
in. “Carmen said the same thing but I’ve seen a lot of people around here doing that sort of thing 
and if you get the plastic right, it’s no problem.”
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“The roof is like a sponge all around the beds,” I said. But I already didn’t trust the guy. 
He wasn’t even going to check the beds. I knew that he was local and wondered if he already had 
loyalties to Wally. He didn’t have an accent, but maybe his parents did. Haitian, I thought. 
Anyway, I’d emailed at least ten contractors and I wasn’t just going to go with the first guy. I 
wanted to get a few quotes first, keep it competitive. I liked this on-the-ground work.
Malcolm squinted at the garden, as if his eyes could test its stability. “Where are the soft 
spots at?”
“This way,” I said and sort of pointed, looking for a clear spot to step. Malcolm must 
have noticed because he reached over and grabbed me under the left elbow, like I was some old 
lady waiting to cross the road.
“I’m fine,” I said, shaking him off and stepping with maybe too much confidence out 
onto the ice. Before I’d even lifted my back foot, the front one was sliding away from me at an 
awkward angle that, in half a second, flipped the foot onto its side and the rest of me ass-first on 
the ice.
“Fuck,” I said, my back leg pinned underneath me and the front one stretched forward, 
beyond my flexibility. I could already feel injuries in both knees and in my groin. This was going 
to interfere with my marathon training, as if helping out at Community hadn’t already.
“Hey,” Malcolm said, leaning down and dragging me to my feet before I was ready or 
could really protest. “You okay?”
“Fucking shoes,” I said, ramming the toe of my sneaker into the roof.
“Yeah man. You need boots. You want help getting across?”
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No, I didn’t. But I couldn’t leap on warped out knees and plus, I didn’t need Malcolm 
going downstairs and telling everyone I was some kind of male ballerina.
“Look,” he said. “Just keep your feet flat on the ground and move across it like you’re 
skating, right?” He demonstrated a wide, ice-skating arc with his right foot, then another with his 
left. Each time he arced with one leg, the opposite arm arced out too, like a preacher blessing the 
whole of a large congregation.
I tried to keep my arms close to my sides as I slid behind him, left-foot-right, across the 
roof. I could feel a bullseye bruise forming around my right hip.
Halfway across, Malcolm turned and asked, “Hey man, where’s that soft spot?”
“Forget it,” I said and skated past him.
<><><>
Michael showed up at ten and acted disappointed that we’d already eaten. He’d brought a 
dinky box of munchkins which, I suspected, he’d been wanting to eat on his own anyway. He 
opened the box and took three powdered ones before pushing it into the middle of the table 
where Laurea, Carmen, and I were sitting.
“No thanks,” I said. “So —”
“What are we working on?” Michael asked, peaking over Laurea’s shoulder at the 
notebook where she’d been recording our ideas. I watched powder from his donut snow into her 
hair.
“We’re rescheduling the forum,” she told him.
“It’s a re-forum,” I said. That was my idea: A ^ e-forum on Inequality and Consumerism.
“Where’s Wall?” Michael asked, spinning around.
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“He went to the hardware store,” Carmen said. “This old neighbor of ours is gonna fix the 
roof for us —”
“He’s fixing the heating system,” I corrected.
“Which is the problem with the roof,” she said. I disagreed with Malcolm’s assessment 
and had said so. But he knew Wally and he knew the bookstore — his kid came every day after 
school. He didn’t want to be paid at all, so Wally couldn’t very well refuse.
“So when’s the forum?” Michael asked, reaching for a chair from the other table, placing 
it too close to Laurea, then spinning it around and sitting wide-legged and backward on it.
“The re-forum,” I corrected him. “Is on Sunday afternoon.”
“I’ve gotta work,” he balked. A fat drop of water plunked into the catchment bowl next to 
the donut box. Michael wrinkled his eyebrows together, grabbed the box and pulled it closer to 
him, reaching in for one more. “Let’s stick to Saturday.”
“It’s Sunday,” I said before Carmen tried to negotiate a compromise. I’d already hinted 
that I was going to Virginia for the weekend, which is why we’d agreed on Sunday. It’s not that I 
really wanted to be there, but Laurea was pushing and I was trying to be compassionate.
“So. Where were we?” I asked as Michael stood up dramatically from the table and 
walked away. “I’m going to emcee ...”
“I think Dad should emcee,” Carmen interrupted, watching Michael go. “Sorry Gray but 
everyone knows him. They’ll want a familiar face.”
I rolled my eyes. Like he was some kind of saint. He had the whole neighborhood 
convinced. I leaned back in my chair and threw up my hands. “Alright. You guys plan it, then.”
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“Oh my god, Gray.” Laurea finally looked up from her notes. “Just drop it. Jesus I’m so 
fucking tired of you guys making this all about you.”
“It’s always been all about Wally,” I said. “He’s just good at concealing it.”
“I was talking about you and Michael,” Laurea said. “What has Wally ever done to you? 
Why do you have to be such a prick to him all the time?”
I ignored her. She was tired and emotional. I looked away, surveyed the store. Bowls and 
buckets had cropped up like weeds across the floor, congregating around that ridiculous 
chandelier. Lights flickered at the front of the store, where Wally had pasted across the window 
in long pieces of duct tape: CLOSED.
The bell on the door jingled and Wally and Malcolm walked in. No wiping their feet in 
the vestibule, no calling hello to the rest of us. Wally was carrying a large paper bag with True 
Value printed in red across the side. Malcolm had a huge box with piping and what looked like 
insulation overflowing out of the sides. They were laughing. The biscotti was the only thing left 
on the torn-open, crumb-littered paper bag in the center of the table. I stood up, reached for it, 
and took a bite.
“Hey Carm,” Wally said. “Remember that little kid that asked you out on a date? What 
did he say? He was gonna buy you sushi?”
“Oh god,” Carmen said. “Sushi and a movie, yeah. How do you reject a twelve-year-old 
nicely?”
“That’s Malcolm’s boy.”
“Oh god!” Carmen shouted and blushed.
Malcolm smiled. “I guess I need to talk to him about how to pick up a girl.”
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Wally chuckled and set his bag on the table, right on top of the crumb-covered bag.
“We got everything Malcolm here’s gonna need, and we got receipts and everything for 
the insurance.”
“Mr. Wex, really. I’m happy to help you out.”
“You should get paid for the work you do,” Wally said to him. “We won’t start until 
Monday, after the assessor comes.”
“Why wait?” I pushed. I wasn’t going to let Wally get away with this. Free repairs plus an 
insurance payout.
“We need the insurance people to document everything first,” Wally said, addressing his 
daughter instead of me.
“It’s true, Gray,” Carmen said to me. “I called this morning. They have to see 
everything.”
I rolled my eyes.
“What’s your problem, Gray?” Carmen asked, leaning deep across the table. “What do 
you have against us? Why are you even here?”
I looked her right in the eye. “Don’t have to be.”
“So don’t,” she said without looking away.
I sighed, closed my eyes, and opened them again slowly. I grabbed my bag from 
underneath the table and hooked it over my shoulder.
“I was going to help you,” I told Wally. He’d slipped around the table and behind his 
daughter. “I spoke to my boss. We had funding to cover the repairs.” I motioned toward the box
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of supplies that Malcolm had set on the floor. “This was going to be our pioneer project in the 
States.”
It wasn’t true but it could’ve been. I could’ve talked Megan into it the next day. I wanted 
them to know what they were throwing away by pushing me out.
“But clearly you don’t need my help,” I said and stepped around the table, behind 
Carmen and far enough from Wally. I dropped the half-biscotti that I hadn’t eaten on the floor, 
then turned and walked across the silent room and out the door.
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Two Weeks Before
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Observe
For a split second, Gray wonders whether his family has moved in the three years since 
he’s been back to visit. The house has been repainted — sage green with simple, pine shutters — 
and the lawn is carefully manicured. A low hedge has been planted under the first-floor windows, 
which in the dusk of evening cast a soft, grainy light on the grass below. It’s cold enough that 
Gray’s breath appears as a soft, white static and he experiments with watching the house through 
it. Even blurry, the chimney disappearing into the night, the garage an odd, windowless addition, 
the house looks almost welcoming. Gray knows better. He knows exactly what these people are 
capable of hiding.
He crosses the street and kicks a tuft of thick, healthy grass at the edge of the lawn. He 
kicks it again, twice more, until he’s uprooted a patch of it and soaked the toe of his boot in 
evening dew. He didn’t mean to do that. Dammit. The boots are leather (not waterproof) with a 
heel that adds an inch to his height. He wears jeans of genuine denim, the best he owns, and a 
powder-blue, v-neck sweater with a white t-shirt underneath. He is going for a look that says I ’m 
not who I  used to be and hints that he can afford nice things. He carries a black, fleece zip-up in 
one hand and a lightly-packed overnight bag in the other.
The house never looked this nice when he was a kid. Never looked kept, that is. The yard 
was patchy crab-grass, dusty in the summer and muddy all winter long. The exterior was a cheap, 
once-white plastic siding that tended to buckle when pegged with a stray ball, errant stick, or 
small body of a boy shoved off his own two feet. Gray was embarrassed by the place, which in 
its appearance betrayed something of the reality within. He didn’t invite friends home and he did 
not, when he went off to college, bring pictures of where he came from. At one time in his life,
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not too long ago in fact, he had vowed never to come back, never to subject himself, again, to 
this place and these people. But then, that phone-call, the thought of this girl who didn’t know 
what she was getting into. If he could do something to help ...
He took the bus down from the city this morning, first to D.C., then to Richmond. It was 
a last-minute decision, his conscience having finally gotten the best of him, and he didn’t call 
ahead to let them know. Better to surprise them, he thought. Better if James is caught off-guard. 
He packed an overnight bag, though he didn’t plan to stay, and stuffed three Cliff Bars and a 
switchblade (just in case) in the side pocket. It would be a quick trip, he told himself. Go to the 
dinner, tell the fiancee the truth about James, and let the rest unravel from there. It was bound to 
unravel sooner or later — Gray was just trying to help it along before the girl got hurt, or worse. 
And anyway, he reasoned, watching the house, its misleading gentleness, James deserved this.
He slung his bag over his shoulder and started across the lawn.
The kitchen, which is low-lit and empty, suddenly brightens, throwing its light onto the 
grass and threatening to expose Gray at the edge of the driveway. He ducks, one hand on the wet, 
back tire of his dad’s old Corolla, and hurries behind it just as his mother floats up to the 
window.
Though they talk regularly on the phone, he hasn’t seen her, not even in a picture, for 
three years. She’s wearing a black dress with small, pearl buttons from waist to neck. Her hair, 
which is the same golden blond it’s been since she started coloring it in her twenties, is bobbed 
just below her chin. Gray stares. She’s always had long hair, girlish, and now she looks not so 
much old as professional. She wears pearl earrings and a necklace, at least, that he recognizes: a 
nickel-sized pendant engraved with the figure of a crane, a tiny, twinkling diamond for its eye.
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She wears it every day and he remembers being a boy, tear-slicked cheek held against her chest, 
a final gasp and sob before comfort set in. He’d reach for that pendant and hold it with his little 
thumb over the diamond, the rough part. Sometimes he’d rub and make a wish: that James would 
be nicer or that he’d just go away. That he himself could go away. That James would get hurt 
back, that he would suffer the way that Gray did. He pulled that pendant right off her neck more 
than once, snapping the chain, leaving a rope of red that cut through the skin he’d soaked with 
his own tears.
Shielded by the Corolla, Gray watches his mother behind the window, arms working in 
and out of the sink basin, lips moving as if she’s talking to someone. He imagines bringing 
Laurea home to meet the family one day, Laurea in the kitchen with his mother. Hasn’t she 
always wanted a daughter? He and Laurea didn’t part well in New York — that scene at 
Community — and she isn’t responding to his texts. But she’ll come around, he assures himself. 
Not to worry.
Back bent, he shuffles around the car and crouches low, taking refuge in its shadow. He 
can’t just stroll up to the door now, not with his mother between him and the rest of the house. 
She’ll get so excited, she’ll never let him out of the kitchen. She’ll forget what she’s doing in the 
sink and will sit him down at the counter with two-dozen questions. She’s the type of mother 
who remembers the name of every person you’ve ever mentioned and asks specifically after each 
of them: Megan and Francis, Bekah and Laurea. But he’s not here to process his personal life. In 
fact, he’d rather forget about it, just for tonight.
He made the mistake on Friday of going into the office. After the incident at Community, 
he just wanted to hunker down in his cubicle and focus on something else for a while. He arrived
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early but found Francis already at his desk, tapping away at his keyboard, headphones in, lights 
off, the picture of industrious. His desk had moved to the far wall of the office, the only one with 
windows, and he had a cubicle all to himself. He didn’t seem to notice when Gray came in and 
Gray didn’t go over to say hello and didn’t flick on the overheads. He slid quietly into his chair. 
He hit the power button on his monitor and, squinting into its light, wished he’d picked up a 
coffee on his way in. He couldn’t go out for one now, not with Francis already working. But at 
the same time, he couldn’t get much done without a cup of coffee.
The rest of the staff trickled in as usual between 8:30 and 10:00. Gray’s desk was closest 
to the door, a spot he’d chosen because he liked the idea that he could slip in and out unnoticed. 
But on Friday morning, this meant that he was forced to greet each of his co-workers’ looks of 
surprise when they opened the office door and found him there. He didn’t get it. Had he really 
been gone so long? What was the big deal? He gave them each a polite but busy little wave and 
got back to work.
Then Megan arrived. He was responding to emails when she knuckle-tapped on the wall 
of his cube and then leaned over the top of it, her lipstick the color of stale cayenne. She held her 
bangs back with one hand as she said: “I’d like to talk to you.”
“Sure, of course,” Gray said, still typing. “Just a minute.”
And then, half-an-hour later, she came back to his cubicle and said it again: “Can we
talk?”
He followed her into her office and when he asked if he should close the door behind 
him, she said, “Please.”
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“Is everything ok, Gray?” she asked without making it much of a question. She was 
impatient. She stood behind her executive desk dressed in a black business suit, a loose, gray 
blouse billowed over her breasts. Behind her, a framed diploma from MIT hung all by itself on 
the white wall. She reached with one hand to the opposite wrist and unbuttoned one cuff on her 
jacket.
“Everything’s fine,” Gray repeated to Megan what he’d been telling himself ever since 
walking out of Community. He’d give Laurea a couple of days and if he didn’t hear from her, 
he’d swing by the bakery. Everything would be fine.
“You can’t just disappear like that, Gray,” Megan said, refastening the jacket cuff. “It’s a 
phone-call. A courtesy. “
“I’m sorry,” Gray said, which wasn’t true but, he knew, was what she wanted to hear. Or 
at the very least, it was what he needed to say in order to be excused. This wasn’t the first time 
that Megan had taken her frustrations out on him. “Is there anything I can do . ? ”
She reached across the desk for her phone. She flipped it into her palm, swiped a finger 
across the screen, stared for a moment, and then put it down on the desk in front of her. She 
picked it up again and turned it screen-down. She looked up at him, exasperated.
“We spent the whole week trying to get the projects organized on the shared drive. Have 
you put anything on there?”
She’d dug into him about this before. The shared drive was just a database, a shared place 
for storing and backing-up files. He backed everything up on his computer already but had told 
her that if someone could explain exactly when and how he was supposed to upload his files to 
the drive, he’d do it. She’d told him to talk to Francis.
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“Gray?”
“What Megan. No, obviously I haven’t put my files on the drive. You wouldn’t ask me 
about it if I had.” He crossed his arms over his chest.
She raised her eyebrows at him. He wasn’t usually so forceful, but he had a lot on his 
plate right now, having missed most of the work-week. And it wasn’t like he’d been on vacation 
either, like he was coming back fresh. And he hadn’t forgotten what she’d done to him last 
Friday, her little restructuring scheme that passed him right over.
“Well you could start with the drive,” she said. “Have you talked to Francis?”
Francis hadn’t talked to him. “No,” he said. He checked his watch. If he had to deal with 
the drive on top of everything else, he was going to have to stay late.
“We moved you over to the east corner,” Megan said.
“What?”
“Your desk. You’re in the east corner now, with the India team.”
Gray stepped forward. For two-and-a-half years he had worked at For People — that was 
six months longer than Francis — and he’d been patient while Megan tried to learn how to run 
the place. He’d sat through weekly team meetings. He’d done her anonymous email surveys. 
He’d given her feedback on things like her stupid file-sharing system. He had apologized for 
everything from missed deadlines to taking his own personal days.
“I’m not moving.”
“Gray,” Megan chided.
“Megan,” he returned. He stepped forward again, thighs pressed gently against the 
desktop. From here, he could’ve reached across and touched her.
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She watched him but said nothing. She unbuttoned the cuff of her jacket and just stood 
there, sleeve in hand, a crown made of the frame behind her. She should’ve apologized. He 
deserved an apology.
She picked up her phone again and looked at the screen.
“Fine. Talk to Francis,” she said, not looking at him, stepping back.
He turned around, as if to leave, but instead took a long stride toward the door and swung 
his opposite leg full-force into it. His knee buckled and pain shot from toe to hip. He whipped 
around and did it again, crashed his whole body into the desk. He put his hands out, caught 
himself and held on to the tabletop while he kicked left and right, left and right, the desk inching 
forward with each little impact.
“Gray!” Megan shouted. “Gray!”
She was backed against the wall, her diploma pinned crooked behind her shoulders. Her 
eyes were big and her mouth was open. She was afraid.
“You need to leave,” she said.
Gray let go of the desk. He stood up. His shoes felt too small, toes throbbing, jammed 
into the leather. He’d gotten carried away.
“Go, Gray,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“You’re fired.”
He looked at her. She stepped off the wall and pushed the desk back toward him.
“I’m sorry,” he said again, stepping back.
“Get your things. Go.”
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But he didn’t. He just stood there. He couldn’t be fired. That was ridiculous. He’d made a 
mistake.
She picked up her phone. “I’ll call the cops,” she said, waving it at him like it was a 
weapon. This struck him as funny. Was she really so afraid of him?
He let out a little chuckle and shook his head, then stepped back, toward the door.
“Sorry,” he said.
“You have twenty minutes.”
He turned around and let himself out. Back at his desk, he packed up his headphones, a 
few books, and the postcard that Bekah had sent him from San Francisco. His right foot throbbed 
from all the kicking. Instead of turning off his computer monitor, he whacked it with an open 
palm and called Goodbye! as he marched out the office door.
Well, he’d messed up the nail on his big toe — it was plum-colored by the time he got 
home and he had to take a few shots of whiskey (a few too many, in fact) to put himself to sleep 
that night. Now, crouched in his parents’ driveway, the pain is a dull, swollen one — yesterday’s 
edge almost entirely gone. The injury will interfere with his marathon training, which upsets him 
more than the job does. He should’ve quit long ago, had known it for at least the last year. He’d 
stayed only as a courtesy to Bekah and Megan’s sister, whom he’d only met once anyway.
Anyway. He isn’t sure what he’ll say to his mother if she asks about work. Nothing, 
probably. It’s beside the point, after all. It isn’t why he’s here. He bounces on his heels and peeks 
over the hood of the car into the kitchen.
Her back is turned to him and across the room, James stands facing her. He leans forward 
on his ostrich neck and looks at something their mother is holding out to him. His hair, thin and
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mousy, is combed forward onto his forehead. The blotchy acne that Gray remembers is gone, but 
his jaw is sharp as ever, his eyes as hollow. He takes the something from his mother’s hand and 
steps back. Gray watches him. He steadies his breathing. His foot throbs. He deserves an 
apology.
Two yellow spotlights scan across the front of the house. Before he can turn to look, Gray 
hears the gravely crunch of tires in the driveway. The guests are here. He huddles behind the car 
and then, when the lights go out, scurries around the side of the house.
Old Habits
Carolyn scans the dining room table for last-minute edits. James set it earlier in the 
evening with bowls-ful of snacks, not all of which she’d intended to serve, and none of which 
she’d have set on the table in quite this way. He’s lined the bowls up largest to smallest, like 
unstacked nesting dolls set on their heads. They hold chips, Chex Mix, and guacamole, mixed 
nuts, crackers and thinly sliced squares of Swiss cheese. He’s set the largest bowls closest to the 
room’s entrance and from there, tapered them meticulously to a palm-sized bowl of peanuts just 
an inch from the table’s edge. The dip is two arms-lengths away from the chips and the cheese so 
far from the crackers that one would hardly know to pair them. It is sweet and odd, she tells 
herself. The sort of harmless inability that a girl likes in a man.
She grabs her phone off the little pine hutch by the kitchen door and snaps a picture of 
James’s table setting that she’ll post to Instagram later. Sarah will love it. Meanwhile, there’s still
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an entire fridge drawer full of fruit that she wanted to slice for dessert. She turns into the 
kitchen, crosses it with the soft clicking of high heels on tile, and washes her hands at the sink.
She’s been looking forward to this evening all week: finally, a chance to do something as 
a family. Jim has even sworn to put his work away for the night. She almost made him promise 
not to talk about it either, but that would’ve indicated that she’s tired of hearing about it. Which 
she is. But she fears that if he knew, he’d stop talking to her altogether. It’s not even technically 
work, she complains to herself in private. He’s volunteering for a political campaign. Or a 
“movement,” as he calls it. She misses him.
She pats her hands dry on a dishtowel and click-clacks over to the fridge. She grabs a 
pineapple, some strawberries, a thin plastic bag of kiwis and, of all things, a papaya. She’s never 
had papaya before, but all the grocery-store fruits are exotic around this time of year and she 
thought: why not try something new? She carries the gourd-like fruit over to the sink, rinses it, 
and then sets it on a cutting board. When she slices in and it falls open, flesh-colored fruit around 
a core of black, tapioca-sized seeds, she can’t help but wince. It smells like Benny’s old gym 
bags. It must be rotten. She opens the cupboard to wipe it into the trash.
“Need help with anything, Ma?” James asks.
She turns around. He’s standing in the door, dressed up like a boy headed to Sunday 
school. She misses those days, doting little boys, skinny arms hooked around her neck.
Gray should be here tonight. He said he had work but she suspects that’s an excuse. He 
hasn’t been back in years, not even for Christmas. She looks at her son, neat and ready and
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helpful. Actually, it’s probably better that he didn’t come. No one knows how to push James’s 
buttons like Gray does.
She grabs her phone and hands it to James. “Would you help me with Instagram?”
She’s new to social media, but Sarah, James’s fiancee, put some of the apps on her phone 
a few months ago and she’s trying to use it. She wants to get used to the technology because, as 
James says, it’ll probably be the only way her grandchildren communicate. Grandchildren. What 
a thought!
“This picture?” he asks.
“Yes. And the caption: James set the table. Come and get it!” She pauses. “Is there a 
hashtag I can put on that?”
James rolls his eyes but he’s smiling. She’s still getting used to this new James — the one 
who can take a joke, who comes into the kitchen and offers to help. It’s stilted, doesn’t quite fit 
him yet and he often stumbles over his own kindnesses. But she can see, ever since he met Sarah, 
that he’s been trying much harder. For her part, Carolyn tries not to flinch when he leans in too 
quickly for a hug or raises an arm to squeeze her shoulder — a language of intimacy that she’s 
just not used to with him yet. She knows he wanted both his brothers here tonight (Benny will be 
late — he had to work) but it’s better without Gray, she resolves. He’d only trigger his brother.
A wash of headlights sweeps across her son’s face and, as she turns to look, settles in the 
driveway, staring at them.
“I’ll get the door,” James says and ducks out of the kitchen.
Squinting at the car’s windshield, she waves to the guests she cannot see. She thinks she 
sees something move behind that awful old car that she can’t convince Jim to give up. They
126
could afford something better, with his new job and now that the boys are all out of the house. 
When he leased his new truck, Benny even offered to negotiate a deal for them. But Jim refused. 
The Corolla was reliable, he said. And he had better things to do with his money than sink it into 
one of these new-model cars that was built to break. Just like everything else in this country, 
favoring the corporation over the little guy, he’d complained in the all-knowing style he’d picked 
up, she assumed, from the “movement.”
The headlights fade to dark and there, she sees it again! A raccoon or something just 
skittered behind the house. Jim probably forgot again to pull the trash to the curb this morning. 
By the time she thinks to open the window and warn the Grahams about the raccoon, Sarah’s 
father, Mike, is already walking around the front of the car. Better to risk it, she thinks, waving 
once more and turning away from the window with a dishtowel between her hands. She’d rather 
have them surprised by a lone raccoon than warn them needlessly and have them forever fearful 
about coming to this house.
“Hello, Carolyn,” Mike says, herding an elderly man that she doesn’t recognize into the 
dining room. She backs up against the table to allow them in and feels the room grow smaller.
She shouldn’t have put that extra leaf in the table.
Reaching around the old man, Mike takes Carolyn’s hand and, rather than shake, grasps it 
from the top and squeezes. He has a mustache and beard combination that’s graying around his 
jowls and he wears a pressed shirt unbuttoned at the collar. She’s still holding the dishtowel, she 
realizes with embarrassment.
“Oh. This is my father. SAY HELLO, POP,” Mike shouts at the old man’s face.
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No one mentioned a grandfather, that there’d be eight at dinner rather than seven. Will 
there be enough food? Although, she thinks, watching the old man gum the air as it wheezes in 
and out of his mouth, can he even chew?
Mike shuffles his father past her, to the far corner of the room where he leans him against 
the wall.
“The girls are coming,” he says. “Just needed a little extra time to get ready.”
“Of course,” Carolyn smiles. “James, would you grab your father from upstairs? He’s 
been working all day,” she explains as her son, who was hovering awkwardly by the door, 
disappears down the hall.
“What a spread,” Mike says, reaching for the Wheat Thins, which he dips two-at-a-time 
into a small bowl of salsa.
“Can I get you something to drink? We have beer? Wine?”
“A beer,” Mike says, a bit abrupt. Though the Grahams have been sitting two pews 
behind them at church for decades, this might be the most Mike has ever said to her. It’s his wife 
who’s the social one.
Carolyn smiles and looks past him at the old man. “Mr. Graham? Can I get you 
something?”
“DO YOU WANT SOMETHING POP?” Mike shouts at him. “BEER OR WINE!”
The old man rustles off the wall and teeters sideways. Carolyn half-lunges to catch him, 
but Mike has him by the elbow and he lands gently against the other wall, having been placed 
with what seems to be foresight in the corner.
“Vodka,” he grumbles.
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“BEER OR WINE, POP”
“VODKA!” the old man shouts back, his eyes wide, their whites tinged a sickly gray.
It’s been fifteen years since they had liquor in this house — a series of escalating 
incidents that climaxed when Jim, drunk one night, called his boss at home and said a number of 
things that should have gotten him fired. It was awful, Jim remembering the next morning, 
shouting because he was angry at himself, then breaking down, crying. The boys holed up in 
their rooms for days but in the end it had all worked out: Jim kept his job and swore off booze. 
Carolyn had wanted him to stop drinking for years.
“I’m so sorry, Mr. Graham, I don’t have any handy,” Carolyn says. “But my other son is 
on his way and I can give him a call —”
“What do you need?” Jim asks, stepping into the room and crowding it even more. 
Carolyn turns. He’s wearing the slacks and the pressed white shirt that she set out for him but he 
traded out the gentle, mint-green tie she’d chosen for a bright red one. Too loud.
“I’m just gonna call Ben,” she tells him. “I completely forgot to get booze.”
Jim winks. “I got it, hun,” he says, stepping around her and kneeling in front of the pine 
hutch. “Hey Mike, how are ya?” he says as he opens the doors and reaches in, pulling out a small 
paper bag that he tucks under his arm as he stands up and shakes Mike’s hand. “Good to see ya.” 
“Sure,” Mike says. “You don’t have to —”
“No problem,” Jim says. “Is vodka ok?”
The old man nods and Mike sighs. Jim pulls the bottle, half-empty, out of the bag and 
hands it to Carolyn.
“I’ll take a vodka, too,” he says.
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Carolyn raises one hand to her chest and fingers the little pendant on her necklace. An old 
habit. She’d really been looking forward to this evening. She takes the bottle into the kitchen.
Boys Will Be Boys
Leaning over his desk chair, Jim tosses one end of the new tie over his shoulder, brings it 
around and tugs, getting the length right. He leans his head back but keeps his eyes on the 
computer screen while he loops, tucks, and pulls the tail of the tie around and through itself. He 
posted two hours ago and though he’s still on top, no one has commented. He refreshes the feed.
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He’s been working on the donation page for weeks — setting up a PayPal account, 
coordinating with the bank, getting James to help him with all the website building stuff. The 
inaugural conference is just two weeks away and they need the page up as soon as possible. He’s
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started getting emails from Homefronters he’s never even met who want to donate and wonder 
when he thinks he will have it done by?
Well, it’s done. And it was no small feat either. He finally got the code from the bank 
yesterday and James came over this morning to do the whole set up. I t ’s not pretty, he’d warned, 
but i t ’s functional. Jim never would have said it ten years ago, but thank goodness for James.
He fastens the top button of his collar and pulls the tie knot up tight around his neck. He 
bought the tie this afternoon, a celebratory gift to himself for finishing the page. Republican Red, 
the label said, and that’s what sold him in the end. He plans to wear it at the conference and 
though they’re just having dinner at home tonight, Carolyn wants him to dress up.
Still no comments.
Jim opens a new browser window and pulls up the donation page. He got James to add a 
little counter underneath the box where you enter your donation amount. The counter records 
how much money has been raised and though Jim put 2K of his own in this afternoon, the 
counter still reads zero. He reloads the page.
“Dad,” comes a voice from behind him. “They’re here.”
“Why isn’t this working?” Jim asks, turning to face his son.
James, who is tall and thin like his father but quite unsure of himself, tip-toes into the 
room, picking his way through piles of Homefront fliers and pamphlets. The room used to be 
Gray’s but over the last nine months, Jim has taken it over for his home office. The desk drawers 
still rattle with dried-out highlighters, a graphing calculator. Stacks of textbooks, removed from 
the bookshelf because he needed more space, are lined up by the door and the bed is scattered
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with pages of notes that Jim has scribbled for his conference presentation, a 30-minute lunch 
session on financing a social movement.
“I told you, Dad. It takes time. And it’s Saturday — your bank might not do transfers on 
Saturdays.”
“bullshit,” Jim says and a fine spray of spit splatters across the computer screen. He 
yanks a tissue out of a box that Carolyn left on the desk and wipes it off. The computer was a gift 
from him to her this Christmas. She’d been so into her social media that he thought she’d like it. 
But he uses it about ten times as much as she does.
“I’ll look at it later,” James offers. “Sarah’s dad is downstairs. He brought her 
grandfather.”
“Tell your mom I’ll be there in a minute,” Jim says, pulling out the desk chair and sidling 
into it. He’s quite tall — Abraham-Lincoln tall, he likes to think. His legs don’t fit comfortably 
under the desk, one of those heavy, wooden deals with a column of drawers on the side. He 
keeps them half-bent and leans dramatically over his lap to reach the keyboard.
“Dad,” James insists.
It used to be that Jim paid attention when James used that tone. He was the sort of teen 
that made you want to wear a bullet-proof vest into the house; when he got mad, you had to have 
your wits about you. Not that he’d ever gotten physical with Jim, but they had sunk a good chunk 
of money into repairing doors he’d slammed and walls he’d punched. Boys will be boys, Jim 
used to reason when Carolyn worried. He was glad this one had finally grown up.
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“Let me look,” James surrenders. Jim wheels the chair back and James steps in, bent like 
a paperclip at the waist as he opens some behind-the-scenes window for the website. He clicks 
and un-clicks a couple of things.
“There,” he says.
“There what?”
“One of your plug-ins was interfering. It’s working now.”
“Why isn’t it showing any donations?”
James looks at his watch. “It needs at least an hour to reboot,” he says. “Can we go? 
They’re downstairs.”
As they approach the dining room, Jim hears Carolyn fussing over something. She’s been 
acting like this dinner is the wedding, asking Jim what he thinks she should cook, if he thinks the 
dining room is large enough for all of them, whether he could clear all the “Homefront stuff” off 
the coffee table in the living room.
“What do you need, hun?” Jim asks, trying not to sound frustrated. Mike Graham is 
standing at the opposite end of the room, an elderly man propped in the corner behind him.
“Mike’s father would like a vodka,” Carolyn explains, her back to the guests. She makes 
a face that begs Jim to rescue her.
“Sure,” Jim says, stepping around his wife. He kneels in front of the old cabinet and pulls 
a bagged bottle out from the back, then hands it to his wife, who acts surprised. It’s not as if he 
was hiding it from her. She went to bed early and lately, with the late nights and the stress, he’d 
needed a little something.
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Carolyn takes the bottle and disappears into the kitchen. James, who must be nervous or 
something, sneaks behind his father and follows.
“Hey, Mike. How ya doin’?” Jim asks, corkscrewing his body around as he stands up 
from the floor.
“Fine, thanks,” Mike says, a mouthful of something that he holds in his cheek as he 
speaks. “How are you?”
“Oh, you know,” Jim says and scans the snack buffet. He reaches toward the small end 
and plucks an olive out of one of the bowls. “That time of year.”
Mike just nods. He works at the private college over on the other side of town. Not a 
professor but something like it. There’d been chatter on the Homefront listserve just this week 
about trying to recruit on college campuses. Students love activism.
“Hey Mike,” Jim says, popping the olive into his mouth. “I’ve been working with this 
group, a campaign to support small businesses in America, and we were thinking about trying to 
get some students involved.”
“Oh yeah?” Mike perks up. “None of that Homefront bologna, I hope.”
Jim blinks a couple of times and reaches for another olive. “Actually —”
“Oh jeez. Sorry, Jim. Someone called me about it this week and I’ve just been so busy.” 
“Sure,” Jim says. “What’d they tell you?”
“She didn’t say much about small businesses. It was more about defunding USAID.”
Jim grimaces. “The USAID stuff is really just a portion of our work. It attracts a lot of 
people because of that scandal last summer, the corruption. Turns out the director knew about it 
and she just turned a blind eye. Anyway,” he says because he can see that Mike is not interested
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in this angle. “The point is that if we’re pouring all these taxpayers’ money into Africa, shouldn’t 
we be doing something similar back home?”
Mike squints like he doesn’t quite follow but instead of asking a question, he reaches into 
a bowl of almonds. Behind him, the old man sighs and sprays an arc of spit that lands just short 
of the smallest bowls.
“For example,” Jim adds, “A grants program to help American entrepreneurs.”
“Sure, sure,” Mike says, watching the almonds cupped in his hand. He looks up. “But this 
country has an infrastructure that supports entrepreneurs in other ways. It supports whole 
foundations that give grants like that.”
“Not the same thing,” Jim shakes his head, reaching into a basket of carrot sticks. He 
spots a palm-sized bowl of ranch next to the almonds that he can’t reach without crowding Mike. 
He opts instead for a slice cheddar, which he wraps around the carrot stick and then bites into. As 
he chews, Carolyn returns with a tumbler of vodka and a beer. Smiling, she hands them both to 
Mike.
“Uh, I think I’ll have a vodka, too,” Jim says.
“I got it, Ma,” says James and disappears behind the kitchen door.
The room does feel tight. Did Carolyn put the extension in the table? Why didn’t she ask 
him for help? Jim steps back and around a corner of the table to the opposite side. Carolyn 
follows.
“So,” she says. “What were you all talking about?”
“Oh, uh — Jim, remind me and I’ll give you the number of the woman to call,” says
Mike.
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“Homefront,” Jim says to his wife.
“Of course,” says Carolyn.
Mike is staring at him, squinting again. Jim got the same kind of reaction from his 
supervisor at work. That Homefront bologna. The status quo is working for them, so anything 
else is just bologna.
“Looks like you got a couple of deer or something out in your yard there,” Mike says, 
pointing past Jim’s head, through the window behind him.
Carolyn turns to look. Jim is watching Mike. They’ve never had a deer in the yard. He’s 
never even heard of deer in Springfield.
“That looks like —” Carolyn says, alarm creeping into her voice. “Is that a person?”
A person? In their backyard? Jim turns but sees nothing.
“I’ll check,” he assures his wife. He wouldn’t mind a breath of fresh air anyway.
He leans back to open the glass-paned door between the dining room and coat closet, then 
ducks under the doorway, into the closet, and in one stride has his hand on the knob of the 
outside door. When he looks up, he makes eye contact with a face, pale as a corpse, the eyes 
unblinking.
“Holy —”
The door opens and Gray steps inside.
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Agitate
“It’s nice to see you, sir,” the boy says, leaning across the table to shake Mike’s hand. He 
flashes a tight smile. “I’m Gray Jenkins.”
Mike manages a brief nod. The boy is petite and has the smooth, unshaven face of a 
teenager, though he must be in his twenties. A third Jenkins boy? Of course Mike remembers 
Benny, the football star, and he’d remembered James before Sarah reintroduced him, but only as 
the scrawny, eerily shy brother of Benny. The families went to church together for years and 
Mike, with some effort, could recall teenage James swimming in a sports jacket and sucking on a 
mint that pulled his already hollow cheeks into pointed, parallel pits. Mike is not enthusiastic, to 
say the least, about James’s relationship with his daughter and certainly doesn’t approve of the 
too-hasty marriage proposal. He hasn’t said this directly to Sarah though as he tries to wrench his 
hand from Gray’s too-tight grip, he wishes he said something before agreeing to this stupid 
dinner.
Gray smiles, drops Mike’s hand, then steps around him.
“Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” he says, reaching toward the old man. “I’m Gray.”
“Hey, Pop,” Mike says, craning head over shoulder, pinned as he is between Gray and the 
table. “Pop,” he repeats and the old man, whose hand is being shaken by the boy’s now, nods. 
He’s been going downhill lately — dementia or else side-effects from one of his medications, the 
doctor said. Either way, he needs to be monitored and so, as a temporary thing, he moved in with 
the Grahams last week.
Pop clears his throat. “Nice to have you here. Sure,” he says, then leans over his vodka 
glass and slurps it like it’s hot chocolate. The glass is three-drinks-full and the old man isn’t
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supposed to be drinking at all, doctor’s orders. If Gray would just get out of the way, Mike could 
lean over and quietly confiscate the glass.
As he tries to maneuver, cursing his wife under his breath (said she’d be right behind 
him, just make small talk, she said), James appears in the kitchen door. He’s got a beer in each 
hand and the same, pale, blank look on his face that Mike has come to expect. He’s never heard 
the kid string more than two sentences together and has actually wondered if he might have some 
kind of retardation. When he brought this up with Marla a few weeks back, she scolded him. 
Couldn’t he see how happy Sarah was?
“Gray,” James says. “I didn’t think —”
The boys barely greet each other. It’s not that he’s slow, Marla said, he’s just awkward. 
Give it time, she said, he’ll warm up. But that was before Sarah came home with a ring on her 
finger and an invitation to dinner at the Jenkins’. He should’ve said something then, but Marla 
had shushed him and now here he was.
“Why don’t you show the Grahams into the living room?” Carolyn says to James as she 
comes around the table and angles her body between the two boys, shielding James from his 
brother. James bows his head and slips through the dining room into an adjoining sitting area.
Mike, wishing he didn’t have to move his father again, takes a swig from his beer, sets it 
on the table, then uses both hands to loosen the old man from the corner and direct him toward 
the living room.
“I’ve got it, Mr. Graham,” Gray offers as he drops a small sports bag under the table, then 
loops an arm under Pop’s elbow, replacing Mike.
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“Wait,” Gray says, stopping the old man abruptly. He grabs the bag, fumbles in a side 
pocket and slips a palm-sized something from it into his pants. He clears his throat, throws Mike 
a bellboy smile, then leads the old man into the other room.
“Shall we?” Mike says to Jim, who is still stationed by the backdoor. It could be worse, 
Mike thinks — Jim could be mute, like his son.
“I’ll uh, get the drinks,” Jim says, and hurries toward the kitchen behind his wife.
“So, James, congratulations,” Gray says, settling into a high-backed armchair. “Mom says 
you finally got your GED?”
James clears his throat and nods. He’s sitting alone in the corner of a large, floral- 
upholstered couch, a beer in his hand and another on the low coffee table in front of him. He 
tried to offer it to Mike, who already had a beer, and then had handed it to Pop, who’d 
volunteered that he could use another drink. Mike hadn’t managed to get the vodka out of his 
hand, but he had pushed the beer bottle back toward James, out of Pop’s reach.
“That’s great, James,” Gray says too loudly. “How long has it been? Fifteen years since 
you dropped out?”
“Ten,” James says, blushing. So the kid never finished high school.
“Uh, how’s New York?” James asks his brother.
“New York? It’s great!” Gray says. “I’m the only one who ever left Springfield,” he 
explains to Mike, who is sitting with his father on a smaller couch opposite the brothers.
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Mike nods, though he’s still thinking about the GED comment. He knew that James was 
doing night school for his BA, but he never asked why he hadn’t done it sooner. Why hadn’t he 
thought of that? What else hadn’t he asked?
“I work in Manhattan,” Gray continues. “International development.”
Mike smiles politely. Sarah is not his only daughter but she is the only one he has left.
Her older sister, Jessica, was killed in a car accident two years ago — not something he talks 
about much, though it’s often on his mind. What would this evening be like, for example, if 
Jessica were here?
“Have you ever even left Virginia?” Gray asks, turning back to his brother. “I don’t think 
you have, have you?”
“Me and Benny drove down to Florida last winter.”
“Benny and I,” Gray corrects and smiles at Mike.
Even as a little kid, Jessica had always had a social sense, an easy way of moving through 
a crowd. She was not overwhelmingly beautiful — the Grahams came from an absolutely 
consistent line of short foreheads and large ears — but she had a smile that could put an entire 
room at ease. When the girls were small, Sarah had pranced happily behind her older sister, 
imitating her every move and giggling at things that only a sister could find funny — their games 
of house that involved imitating their mother, squawking in that high-pitched blah-blah-blah and 
slathering their mouths with too much lipstick.
“Did James give you the house tour yet? His bedroom’s in the basement. You kinda 
needed a dungeon back in the day, didn’t you, J?”
“I —”
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“Just played video games, twenty-four hours straight,” Gray explains to Mike. “We had 
to drag him upstairs for meals and even then, it was kicking and screaming.”
Mike smiles, nods. Sarah had gone reclusive as a teenager too. She’d tired of her sister’s 
shadow sometime in middle school — if Jessica were good at being social, then Sarah would 
become good at being alone. She became obsessively studious, which Jessica had never been and 
when forced into conversation, she spoke exclusively of books. At age thirteen, she declared that 
she wanted to become a librarian — the sort of commitment that dooms any teenage girl to a 
lonely and tormented adolescence.
“He liked the real violent games,” Gray says. “The first-person shooters, the real bloody 
ones. Did you tell Mr. Graham about that?”
Mike watches James, his potential future son-in-law, shift in his seat uncomfortably. A lot 
of boys played violent games, he knew that. And a lot of fine people didn’t excel in school. So 
why couldn’t he just trust Sarah’s judgment?
“Hey, did you tell them why there isn’t a door between the kitchen and dining room, 
James? That’s a funny story! Why don’t you tell that one?” Gray asks, his head cocked at his 
brother, his eyes wide and demanding.
“Can I —? Can you come here?” James asks, standing up and moving toward the dining 
room. He turns around at the threshold, but his brother hasn’t moved.
Sarah struggled for a long time — depression, suicidal thoughts. She refused to talk to 
her parents about it and when they sent Jessica in, she came out speechless and defeated. It had 
gotten much worse after Jessica’s death — guilt, the therapist had reported to her parents. With 
Jessica gone, Sarah felt she had to fill both her own and her sister’s role in the family. It was too
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much pressure, but her parents could help by accepting her as she was. Try not to be too critical, 
the woman had said, encourage her to be independent, make her own decisions.
“I’ll have a beer if you’re going to the kitchen,” Gray says to James as Pop hinges 
forward, wobbling off the couch.
“Touch me up!” he calls, waving his glass in the air. He’s drunk it all. Or most of it, Mike 
thinks, noting the bib of wetness down the front of his father’s plaid shirt.
“Pop, that’s enough,” Mike says and takes the tumbler out of his hand.
“Touch me up!” the old man calls again. The whole reason they’d brought him tonight 
was they couldn’t leave him home alone and risk him raiding the liquor cabinet. Plus, Sarah said, 
Pop likes James.
“I got it, Mr. Graham,” James says, stepping back into the room and offering to take the
glass.
“It’s ok,” Mike says, waving him off. One more amateur pour and Pop will either be the 
life of the party or dead on the coffee table.
Where is Marla? She’s the one who agreed to this dinner. She’s the one who didn’t want 
him saying anything to Sarah. Don’t discourage her, she’d said. Don’t you see how well she’s 
doing?
“Touch me up!”
“Pop.”
Marla thought James was a nice boy — quiet, perfect for Sarah. Did she know that he 
was a drop-out? And what about this business with the violent games? Didn’t she remember 
what it was like to be that age, what one could look past when in love?
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“Touch me up! Touch me up!”
“POP!”
The doorbell rings and James, red-faced, scrambles out of the room.
Need to Know
They are sitting in the living room — James, Mike, the old man and Gray — and it is 
brighter than Gray remembers it, the walls painted butter-yellow and the furniture clean and new. 
There is a series of photographs framed and hung on the wall opposite where he sits, one each of 
James, Benny, and Gray. They’re school portraits, blown up to the largest size you could order — 
a waste of money, Jim always said. And yet there they are, Gray with gummy gaps between his 
teeth.
He wishes he’d sat in a different spot, somewhere where memories aren’t staring him 
down. But then, as he gets going, he realizes it’s perfect. If anyone’s going to witness this, it 
ought to be ten-year-old Gray.
“So, James,” he starts, “finally got that GED?”
James is sitting on the larger of the two couches, the one that used to sag through the 
middle because of an incident with a baseball bat and a seat cushion that represented Gray’s face, 
he’d said, if he didn’t shut up.
“He loves violent video games,” Gray explains to Mike, one eye always on James while 
he waits for that familiar tensing of his shoulders, the rage that would flush red up his neck and 
lick like flames underneath his eyes. The point is to mess with him, get him riled up until he
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finally breaks right there in front of Mike, who’d realize his daughter’s mistake and call the 
whole thing off.
But then the doorbell rings and the old man freaks out and James disappears just as Gray 
starts to bring him to a boil.
“Is there something I need to know about your brother?” Mike asks, leaning sharply over 
his own knee to talk to Gray in private. The old man is still sitting next to him, but he’s only half- 
awake and mumbling to himself.
So Mike caught on. Gray sits back in the armchair that wasn’t there when he was a child, 
and rests his hand, just lightly, on the outside of his pocket. It’s not that he plans to use the knife 
— no, that was never in the plan. He just likes having it there, a sort-of good luck charm. He 
pinches the handle of it between his thumb and baby finger as he speaks.
“James has a violent streak,” Gray says. “And to be honest, I’m worried for your 
daughter.”
In the hallway, muffled greetings bump into one another over the shuffling of church 
shoes on linoleum. A light is switched on and a fuss is made over the light having been off to 
begin with. What kind of hosts are they, Carolyn laughs, and a few of the other voices join her. 
Sarah and her mother have arrived. Gray watches the shadows as they pantomime the scene, a 
dark, teeming cloud on the floor beyond the hallway. He’s waiting for it to grow, aware how 
much time he has before the shadows once again became their families and this conversation has 
to end.
“You need to call off the engagement.”
Mike looks at him, then away again. He sighs and the breath rattles his mustache.
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The shadow cloud is growing. Ten-year-old Gray stares, waiting, from his spot on the 
wall. Gray looks at Mike.
“I mean, like, now,” Gray says. “You need to call it off now. Like tonight. I wouldn’t wait 
if I were you.”
Gray grips and un-grips the knife with his whole hand. With the other, he holds the 
armrest. He is so close.
Mike raises his eyebrows. Despite being a white-collar worker his entire life, he has a 
ruddy, lived-through look to him. He is tired.
“I’ll talk to my daughter,” he says.
“Tonight,” Gray says.
“Soon.”
“Tonight.”
“Not tonight,” Mike whispers and clears his throat. “Hey hun,” he waves to his wife as 
she emerges from the hallway, Carolyn right behind her. She turns and smiles.
“HI POP!” she calls to the old man, who nods in reply. “I’ll be right there,” she tells her 
husband.
“Hi Gray,” she smiles. “So nice to see you.”
Gray lets go of the knife, waves and says hello then repeats the whole thing for Sarah, 
who comes in behind his mother. She is as awkward as he expected her to be, hair neatly combed 
and pulled back off her face, which is made too small anyway by a hairline that extends an inch 
too far down her forehead. She has dark eyebrows over sunken sockets and thin, dry lips. She
145
wears a white sweater and the little, white, ballet slippers that most girls give up in high school. 
She thought he wasn’t coming, she says. She’s glad he’s there.
The women go into the kitchen and Jim and James join the men on the couches. Jim turns 
the conversation to football, which gets James surprisingly animated. From where Gray sits, the 
sixteen-year-old James — dirty, crewneck t-shirt, acne for sideburns — looks on over his 
shoulder. He used to hate getting his hair cut and every time Carolyn took them, he’d come 
home, lock himself in the bathroom, and buzz the whole thing. Really showed off just how small 
his brain was, Gray used to tell him and Carolyn would shush him. In the picture, the hair is 
growing back so that he looks halfway normal but he’s still as pale and thin as an addict and he 
wears an unfeeling expression: eyes settled, his mouth flat. That photograph is more James than 
the shy man on the couch. The cold stare, not even the hint of a smile. And at any moment, Gray 
thinks, watching the bottleneck wag in James’s skinny grip as he tries to explain something, that 
other James could come back.
Gray slips his hand into his pocket and holds his knife. He keeps his thumb on the button 
that would open the blade if he needed it. Not that he would. Not that he’s scared. He’s worried 
for Sarah.
Gray is leaning over to Mike to point out that picture in a last-ditch effort to make him do 
something when Sarah comes in with a plate of cheese and her mother in tow. James surrenders 
his spot on the couch to Marla, who makes a concerted protest but eventually sits down. Sarah 
retreats back to the kitchen and as Gray watches her go, he reaches across the coffee table for the 
old man’s empty vodka glass.
“Water?” he whispers to Mike as he stands up.
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“Please,” Mike says.
Gray follows Sarah into the kitchen.
Let It Rain
Sarah wears a knee-length, eggplant-colored dress and a white cardigan with plastic 
buttons that she has not fastened. Her shoes are new, a pair of white flats that her mother has 
already disapproved of. Didn’t she want something with a little heel? She’d wanted to say that 
the Jenkins don’t care about stuff like that, but instead had just rolled her eyes. Now, standing in 
Carolyn’s small kitchen, she wishes she’d done a little more to coach her mother before they 
arrived. Marla is going over-the-top about the “lovely decor,” how she’s doing a job in the city 
right now for a sickeningly wealthy young couple and would love to get the name of Carolyn’s 
contractor.
“Can I get you something to drink?” Sarah interrupts, reaching into a cabinet for a tall, 
plain water glass. She moves through the kitchen as if it were her own.
“Doesn’t this smell good?” Carolyn offers as she unwraps one of the expensive cheeses 
that Marla brought.
Marla stands in the middle of the room and looks either cold or lost. “I’ll have a glass of 
white wine if you have it.”
“Of course,” Carolyn smiles and points toward a cupboard above the refrigerator that 
Sarah has never opened before. There are wine glasses and short tumblers, plus a half-empty
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bottle of vodka. It’s the cheap kind that her grandfather drinks and as she scoots a wine glass off 
the shelf, she feels embarrassed. Her father must have brought it for Pop.
“So what do you think of the new pastor?” Marla asks Carolyn as she moves toward the 
side of the room and rests one hand on the counter. “Mike and I have been a little disappointed.”
“Oh, I’m trying to give him the benefit of the doubt,” Carolyn says. She’s struggling with 
the wine opener. “Sweetheart?” she calls over her shoulder to Sarah, who hurries over and, 
daughter of drinkers, opens and pours the tepid white wine and hands the glass to her mother.
“Why don’t you put this out for the boys?” Carolyn says, handing Sarah a ceramic platter 
arranged with all three cheeses and a bagful of Wheat-Thins scattered between them. Her mother 
would have something to say about the Wheat-Thins, would regret not bringing nicer crackers.
“Come on, Mom,” Sarah says, motioning with her head toward the living room.
Her mother has been talking all week about the wedding. Should she look into the 
country club as a venue? When does Sarah want to start dress shopping and wouldn’t she like to 
go into Richmond for that? But Sarah would rather get married at the courthouse and have a 
small reception in the Jenkins’ backyard. She and Carolyn have already talked about it.
“Mom,” she repeats and her mother follows her out of the kitchen.
Sarah has been spending more time lately at the Jenkins’ than at her own apartment. 
Carolyn treats Sarah like a daughter and Sarah, in return, thinks of Carolyn as the mother she 
would’ve liked to have — the sort of older woman she could talk to, confide in, take advice 
from. She’s never trusted her own mother in that way.
148
For example, she can’t talk to her mother about James, whom she met nine months ago at 
the Barnes & Noble where she works. His father is a manager at the Office Plus next door and 
sometimes, when Jim is running late, James comes into the bookstore to wait for him. One 
evening last February — how many times have she and Carolyn talked about that evening? — he 
came in looking for something about Steve Jobs. Sarah works as a reference specialist and she 
found James a couple of biographies, plus a documentary on DVD. James bought all three as 
well as a two-dollar bookmark that he walked back through the store to give to Sarah. It was a 
silly sketch of a pile of books with a cat curled on top, above which it read: “Books are 
supurrrrrrr”. Sarah hates the association of cats with books, as if only lonely, old cat ladies like 
to read. But how sweet, she thought, and for a week afterward wore contacts to work and 
watched the door every day at five.
James returned three weeks later, having read both books, and Sarah asked him out to 
coffee at the in-store Starbucks kiosk. And it was all downhill from there, James tries to joke. But 
he’s not very funny and Sarah only laughs so that others know he’s being sarcastic.
“How’re they doing?” Carolyn asks when Sarah returns from the living room.
“Fine,” she says, going directly to the sink and beginning the dishes. “I think James is 
nervous.”
He greeted her and her mother at the door ten minutes earlier, flushed and stuttering. And 
just now, when she sat her mother down on the couch beside him, James had hardly managed a 
smile.
“I think so, too,” Carolyn says. “How’s Gray?”
“I didn’t know he was coming! He’s talking to my dad about something.”
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James said that Sarah’s parents would like Gray. He works in business, so her dad would 
have something to talk to him about, and he lives in New York, which Marla would love.
“Did he just get in this morning?”
“Less than an hour ago,” Carolyn says. “Can you help me —?” she asks, angling a Pyrex 
baking dish with a roasted chicken and all its juices over a large serving plate.
“I got it,” says Gray, stepping in from the dining room and sidling up to his mother, who 
startles, and then thanks him.
“I need the baster,” Carolyn says, craning her neck around the kitchen. Gray opens the 
drawer at his waist, then the one below, but Sarah finds it first. She hands it to him.
“It was really good of you to come,” Sarah says. “It means a lot to us.”
She knows that James and Gray haven’t seen each other in years, that they aren’t close 
the way that James and Benny are. The two of them fought a lot as kids. James bullied Gray, he 
admitted, but Gray was relentless in his own right. He made fun of James for his learning 
disabilities — called him a retard, a case for the asylum. James says he’s forgiven him, but that 
they’ve never talked about it. And then, when Gray said he couldn’t come this evening, James 
worried. Maybe it wasn’t all water under the bridge, he said.
“So. How did you and James reconnect?” Gray asks, basting the chicken again and again 
over its breastbone until that one spot washes clean. Sarah holds the pan for Carolyn while she 
tells the story of the bookmark and the Starbucks coffee. Carolyn fills in a few details — how 
nervous James was, how he’d tried on three different ties before he went back to the store that 
second time. They laugh, the two of them, like best friends.
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“You know your brother,” Carolyn smiles at Gray, taking the baster from him and, with 
the back of a spoon, repairing the bare spot between the chicken’s breasts. Sarah scrubs the pan 
in the sink.
Gray steps backwards into the middle of the room. Unanchored by a counter or even a 
kitchen utensil, he is adrift.
“I had a glass,” he says.
“Oh, sorry.” Sarah lifts a tumbler off the dish rack. “I washed it.”
Gray takes the glass from her without saying thank-you.
“Can I talk to you for a minute? Privately?” he asks.
“Sure,” Sarah says.
Carolyn turns around. She looks surprised.
She dries her hands on a dishtowel and follows Gray into the brightly-lit dining room 
where, she notices, an enormous bowl of Wheat-Thins is already mostly empty. The men of this 
family are constantly munching, grazing all day on crackers, chips, salted sunflower seeds. The 
stuff of vending machines, she thinks, the sort of snacks that she’s trying to ween James off of.
She can see them across the hall, her parents seated across from one another, her mother 
nodding along to something Jim is saying. Her father has his phone out (so rude) and as she 
passes the doorway, she makes eye contact with Jim. Without interrupting himself, he gives her a 
wink and flicks two fingers off his grip on the armchair.
After Gray, Jim is the most mysterious to her among the Jenkins, locked away as he is 
most of the time in his upstairs study, coming down only to share with Carolyn, who doesn’t let 
on that she doesn’t care, all the work he’s doing for this defunding campaign. Sarah admires
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Carolyn’s patience and, like an apprentice, takes careful note of each of her tactics. She smiles 
back at Jim and looks away quickly, two-stepping to catch up to Gray, who is passing through 
the door to the back hallway.
He turns and motions her in.
He closes the windowed, inside door behind her.
What she knows about Gray is that he is very smart and also sensitive. A confidence 
issue, Carolyn has told her during after-dinner chats over hot-to-the-touch cups of chamomile. 
Though Benny came second, Gray is the true middle child, always fighting for attention, never 
quite getting what he needed. Carolyn worries about him, she’s admitted, staring into her cup of 
tea, and is happy that he seems to have found his place in New York. He’s very critical, she’s 
warned Sarah, particularly of James. Sarah knows of this, has heard it from James himself and, in 
those conversations, has shared her guilty bitterness toward her own sister, who was always 
outshining her and now, in death, is remembered as even more perfect than she was.
The back room is little more than a coat closet with one door that leads outside and the 
other connected to the dining room. The wall against which Sarah stands is hung with cold, 
rubber rain slickers and a couple of old, dirt-caked sweatshirts that Carolyn wears when she’s 
gardening. She tries not to press too deeply into them. She faces Gray, who blocks the door to the 
dining room. He looks once over his shoulder, and turns back to her with a grim, settled look on 
his face.
“You’re in danger,” he says.
Sarah, who in her head was reciting I ’ve heard so much about you and I  had an older 
sibling too, just smiles. He is shorter than she remembered — shorter than she is and so much
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smaller than his brothers that it’s no surprise they were sometimes mistaken for cousins at 
church. He’s as thin as James but on Gray, what looks gaunt on the elder brother simply looks 
petite. Small features, narrow, fragile shoulders. He wears a belt around his jeans, she notices, 
that betrays just how boyish his figure has remained. As he takes a step deeper into the closet, 
pressing her back against the wall, the chilled rubber of a raincoat against her neck, her mind 
flashes to the self-defense course she took in college. Groin first, then eyes. But he’s just a boy, 
she thinks, and almost her in-law. He is blocking both exits.
“You need to break it off with my brother,” he says, and she can smell his mint-sharp 
breath. Break it o ff as in the engagement? She doesn’t know what to say: No? Why?
He glances over his shoulder again, as if fearful of being caught. She wishes they would 
be and then, thinking twice, hopes they won’t. What would this look like? What her father, who 
already disapproves, say about this family? She wishes there were a light in here and, with one 
hand, searches for a switch underneath the jackets. If she could just see him better — but Gray is 
backlit by the light coming through the windowed dining room door. As he turns back to face 
her, his face is slapped with shadow. Both his hands are in his pockets and he’s fidgeting with the 
left one, clenching and unclenching it.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” she begins.
“The only reason I came is to warn you.”
She swallows. She’s not prepared for this. She thought through what to say if her father 
spoke up. She imagined standing up at the dinner table, speaking loud, watching her father 
shrink: stunned, guilty.
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But she didn’t know Gray was coming. She wasn’t prepared to talk to him privately, in 
the dark, as he stepped once more closer to her.
“Are you listening to me?”
She’d expected, worst-case-scenario, for James to be the one who lost it. He’d get into a 
debate he couldn’t get out of — sports or politics, something he had a stubborn opinion on — 
and her father or his would engage him, would not let up, would push him until he was flustered, 
caught out, mad. She couldn’t afford for him to have an outburst tonight. Not in front of her 
parents.
“You’re not listening!”
She jumps and he lunges as the door behind him whips open. Jackets rain down around 
her and before she can step out of the way, his shoulder grinds across her chest as he turns and 
faces his father.
Threaten
Jim jumps back, the bright light of the dining room suddenly stark, the color in his face 
dropping like a shade’s been pulled over it and caught on his chin, which drops too, his mouth 
open, pink. He pulls his head back and his white dress shirt, starched just that afternoon by his 
wife and smelling, still, of baking soda, pulls taut from his belted trousers. He lifts his right arm 
from the elbow, fingers curled but empty, in an attempt either at surrender or defense — he’s 
unsure which yet — as his son grips knuckle-white around the handle of a knife. Behind Gray is
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Sarah, shadows obscuring all but her right hand, which is tented against the wall as if it would 
grip if it could. She is still. Jim is not sure that she is not cut.
“Gray,” he says.
Gray is holding the knife in his left hand, as it was in his left pocket. But he is right­
handed and it is his right hand, fisted by his side, that is pulsing, electric. He squeezes the right 
and raises the left higher, works to feel the tension in his left shoulder. He takes breaths so 
shallow that neither his nostrils nor his chest move. He does not blink. He does not allow 
anything to show on his face — not surprise at having pulled the knife, not hesitation over what 
to do next, nor anger at her or his father for making this happen. He shrinks his mouth to its 
smallest and most silent.
He reaches back and pats with sweating palm the hip of his brother’s fiancee, just to 
make sure she’s still there, and then he steps forward. He does not squint as he crosses the 
shadowed threshold, into the dining room, which is bright but not warm and smells like Windex.
“Are you ok?” Jim asks, looking beyond his son at Sarah. She nods.
“I didn’t hurt her, Dad,” Gray says. “We were just talking. I was telling her what you all 
have been too afraid to.”
Across the room, Carolyn appears in the kitchen door, a dishtowel moving between her 
hands. She’s been called out by a noise but not commotion. When she looks up, she freezes and 
swallows what she might have said: Everything ok in here?
“How could you let this happen?” Gray asks. “How could you let him do this? How 
could you let him get this close again?”
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Instead of waiting for his father to respond, he glances out the window, which is entirely 
dark, impenetrable, and he feels closed in. Trapped. He glances back at Sarah, who hasn’t 
moved, whose one hand is now gripping the cuff of an army-green jacket hanging on the wall. 
She’s safe there.
Something about the stillness of that room, the way his words wedge into it, pack it 
tighter with the threat of breaking, something — the bare trembling of his left hand, not fear but 
energy, he tells himself — something draws the company from the living room. The vacuum of 
the stillness, perhaps, and they gather at the threshold. Sarah’s two parents, her fiance and her 
grandfather: four heads, an audience, looking on.
“I’m sorry, Gray, but I don’t understand,” Jim says. “Could we talk without the knife?” 
“You don’t understand,” Gray says, looking down, almost smiling, shaking his head.
“Did they tell you that he beat me?” he shouts across the room, addressing the parents in 
the audience. He tugs on the left sleeve of his sweater, scrunching it up above the elbow and 
exposing a burn-scarred halo around the joint. “I have scars,” he says. “He burned me with 
cigarettes when I was ten.”
Though Jim imagines that the others can’t see it from half-a-room away, he can and 
wonders why he didn’t know about this. Did Carolyn know about this? He looks over the table at 
her, paralyzed in the kitchen door, that new black dress, its never-worn-before hem straight as a 
blade across her shins. Can she see this? Is she surprised?
He looks back at his son, who looks as he did ten years ago, the runt of the family, the 
quiet one, wound too tight. Though Jim was not, he knows, the best father when his boys were 
younger, he’s never not cared about them, never not ached when they were hurt, grieved when
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they suffered. Most of the disappointments of his life, in fact, have been in not being able to 
make them proud. And of his three sons, Gray has always been the one to notice and also the one 
to critique. He didn’t approve of his father’s job, his car, his drinking. When Jim joined 
Homefront earlier this year, he thought of Gray, who does activism himself and might, finally, 
find something in his father to be proud of. He’d thought of talking with him about it later 
tonight. But now here he is, a knife pulled, a girl held hostage in the coatroom.
“Could you put the knife down, Gray? So we can talk about it?”
“Oh now you want to talk about it? Now that I’ve got a weapon you want to talk about
it?”
Jim looks past his son, at Sarah. He can see her full form now: the knee-length dress, the 
bright white sweater, something on her lips that makes them glisten. He’s not spent much time 
with her — so busy, he’s been, with Homefront — but he doesn’t see that as a problem. James is 
happy and she seems like a nice girl. What more does Jim need to know?
She is looking at him. With a turn of his head, Jim indicates the backdoor, the one that 
leads outside. She turns her head and a jacket falls. Gray whips around, right arm swinging, 
herding her deeper into the closet, knife-hand thrusting forward at his father.
“Hey! Gray!” Jim shouts, as if at an unpredictable dog. “What — what do you need a 
knife for? Could we just —”
“Well I guess I need a knife for anyone to listen to me,” Gray says, emphasizing every 
italicized word with a jab of the blade. He glances again at the window, which is a pane of black. 
He’s trapped. There’s no backing out now.
“We’re listening, Gray. Put the knife down,” Carolyn says from across the room.
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He doesn’t intend to use the knife, to cut his father or anyone else for that matter. It’s 
more like a talking stick, a microphone. Meanwhile, he can see that his father is helpless — 
unarmed and unsure what to do. He likes that.
Beyond his father, Sarah’s parents are shocked, as they should be. They’ll have registered 
by now that their daughter is behind him and, probably, feel afraid for her. But he’s keeping her 
safe. That’s the whole point, though he doesn’t expect them to understand it. Not yet. James has 
disappeared, the coward.
“Gray, could you put the knife down?” Jim asks and his son, in response, merely stares. 
“Gray?”
He can’t put the knife down because then what is he left with? He glances at the window, 
a quick look, and this time sees his reflection. His shoulders are square and taut, like a fighter.
His arms are poised, his eyes alert. He has frozen a whole room. He is ready for what is coming. 
He turns back to his father. Let him try to change this. For once, let him try to make things right.
<><><>
James closes the front door behind him, a thumb on the handle so that the lock doesn’t 
click as it catches. Though everyone is in the back of the house, he ducks below the windows and 
sticks close to the shrubs as he skirts the yard.
Gray wasn’t even supposed to be here tonight. He said he wasn’t coming, couldn’t make 
it, said it in a way that James knew he was lying, that he wouldn’t come even if he could. Gray 
was too good for them now, for the whole family now that he’d gone out of town for college and 
moved up to New York City. He’d always acted too good for them anyway — too good for 
Mom’s cooking, for Dad’s beat-up old Corolla, for his brothers, neither of whom did as well in
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school as he did. He called James a bully, which had been true way back when they were kids. 
But James had grown up. He’d moved on.
It’s dark out and the grass is damp, licking at the cuffs of his khakis, two wet rings around 
his ankles. Underneath the kitchen window, its light a square of green on the lawn behind him, 
James is tempted to stand up and peek in. Are they still there? Is there still time or should he be 
running in the other direction? He looks out over the lawn, at the house across the street, the 
porch light on, Christmas decorations already blinking green and red over their door. He could 
run over there, tell someone, call the police. He takes his phone out of his pocket. He should call 
the police.
He did burn Gray with a cigarette — that was true. He wasn’t proud of it. And he hadn’t 
done it just once either. That elbow was like a tally board. Every time James got mad — not just 
at Gray but at anything, the world — and if no one else was home ... Yes, he’d taken it out on 
Gray. He didn’t have a handle on his anger back then. He crosses from the damp grass onto the 
newly-blacktopped driveway and a light flashes on. Yes, yes! He’d done that. He had. It’s just a 
sensor light. He triggered it himself. He told Sarah about all of it — the only person he’s ever 
told. She cried. He did too.
He peers into the kitchen through the window in the door. His mother is still there, frozen 
in front of the dining room. No one noticed the light. He ducks down again and jogs across the 
front of the garage, then pivots toward the backyard.
<><><>
“Do you know why I brought this knife in the first place?” Gray asks.
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His father is silent. So is everyone else. He looks at the knife himself, twirls it as he’s 
practiced so that the blade flashes in the light and the handle settles anew in his fist, aimed now 
directly at his father.
“I brought it for protection,” Gray says. “You know. That thing that parents are supposed 
to do for their children?”
Jim winces. He didn’t know. Why hadn’t Gray said something? Why hadn’t he come to 
them? He glances at Carolyn, whose cheeks each have a single, wet, blackened stripe down the 
middle. Was it even true? Could James have done that? Or wasn’t it even more likely that Gray 
was lying? He’d like to say that, to question his son but he can’t, of course. Not with that knife 
aimed at him.
“Gray?” says a voice from behind Jim, who thinks twice about turning to look and 
instead just angles his head, eyes on the blade, ears toward the voice.
“Son, why don’t you just put the knife down and let’s talk about it,” Mike says. His voice 
is unsteady, a teenager’s. “At least, just, let Sarah go.”
“Sir, your daughter is safer where she is. My brother is a dangerous man. I tried to tell 
you . ”
“I should’ve listened. But —”
“You should’ve listened,” Gray chuckles, shaking his head, adjusting the knife once more 
to point toward the ceiling. His microphone, his talking stick. “So this is really what it takes?” he 
asks, looking at Mike, then his father, rattling the knife in the air.
“All you people. You supposedly good people. You want to live your little bubble lives 
with your suburban homes and your renovated kitchens, your stupid, paper-pushing jobs, your
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mediocre adult children. And everything is just fine. Normal. You just want to be average and to 
be average, you can’t have abusive sons. Boys with burns for elbows,” he says, shaking his arm, 
the elbow stabbing at the air. “So you just don’t talk about it. Huh? If it’s not mentioned, it’s like 
it never happened. Is that how it works here? Is that it?
“You should’ve listened,” he says, dropping his head, shaking it. “You should’ve —”
A chill runs up the back of his neck and, louder than he could before, he hears the rumble 
of the highway in the distance. He glances out the window, sees himself again: that knife, his 
power.
Something zips across the yard. An animal? He turns, glances over his shoulder for 
Sarah. But her hand isn’t there, gripping whatever it can. Her ballet shoes, the whole of her — 
she’s gone. The backdoor is open.
“Fuck!” Gray shouts and spins and trips out the door.
<><><>
Carolyn apologizes a dozen times. Marla is afraid to go home. What if he knows where 
they live?
They’ll be fine, Mike assures her. He isn’t coming back. He shakes Jim’s hand. He 
retrieves their jackets from that closet. His is on the floor, must have fallen when his daughter got 
backed into it. She doesn’t want to come home with them, wants to spend the night here. His 
throat is dry. He doesn’t argue. Sorry, he says, a condolence more than an apology, as he pecks 
Carolyn’s cheek on their way out the door.
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Jim is trembling, unable to regain control of his hands. James, who is the first to get 
angry about the whole thing, pours him a vodka. He says they should’ve known. They should 
call the police.
It’s Jim who says no, who absolutely vetoes calling the police. The last thing that he 
needs right now is bad press — not with the conference coming up. He locks the doors, checks 
them twice. He pulls his handgun to the top of a pile of papers in his bedside table. He doesn’t 
sleep anyway.
Besides, he says, what are the police going to do? You can’t put someone in jail for a
threat.
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Day One
May 26
I ’ve begun speaking with a reporter. She called last week. The phone was ringing and 
ringing on the wall in the kitchen, as it often is, and for some reason I  picked it up. First time in 
months. I  said “Hello, Jenkins residence,” and was surprised that my voice was steady. When I  
realized what I ’d  done, that it could be anyone on the other end o f the line, I  put my hand on my 
chest. Some people call with threats.
Her name is Alison and she’s young and kind and doesn’tpush me to say more than I  can. 
But I  wonder sometimes whether I ’m helping her at all. For example, today she asked about the 
guns. Did we have a tradition in our family, with guns?
I ’m just trying to put all the pieces together. Same as anyone else.
Charleze @charchar2 • 16 Mar
Thoughts and prayers for the victims and their families. #heavyheart #Albany 
Rachel Lanei @rlrl5566 • Mar 16
#ALBANY: IS EVERYBODY OK?!! Where are you? They’re clearing the area. Msg me plz and KEEP SAFE!
Kathryn @Katluvsdogs • Mar 16
I live in #Albany. Sirens everywhere people running. Stay safe everybody!
Brenda @b33taylor • Mar 16
A day to distrust the goodness of humanity. My prayers for you @WillyParis. #Albany
Sara Van @saravan343 • Mar 16
Can’t believe what’s happening in #Albany right now!! Don’t panic people. Don’t let them win.
Dean THE Bean @deanTHEbean • Mar 16 
So sick of the violence #Albany
William Paris @WillyParis • Mar 16
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My father was at #HomefrontSummit in #Albany. PLEASE DOES ANYONE HAVE MORE INFO? NAMES OF 
VICTIMS?
Albany Police @albanypolice • Mar 16
ALERT: ALL ALBANY RESIDENTS ARE ASKED TO SHELTER IN PLACE. DO NOT LEAVE YOUR HOME/ 
BUSINESS."
Eyewitness News
March 16 • Edited
Police are responding to a shooting in downtown 
Albany. PLEASE BE AWARE: ACTIVE SHOOTER!! 
THF AREA IS NOT SECURED.
Tune in to Eyewitness News at 2 for the latest.
Like • Comment • Share
Marni Smith I work at the BK nextdoor an we herd shots. PD 
in the parking lot. We stayin down.
March 16 at 12:43 pm • Like
CNN BREAKING NEWS
Albany Hotel Shooting
Aired March 16 - 13:30 ET
THIS IS A RUSH TRANSCRIPT. THIS COPY MAY NOT BE IN ITS FINAL FORM AND MAY BE 
UPDATED.
GEORGE FRANEUL, CNN ANCHOR: For all of you tuning in to watch Fareed Zakaria 
GPS, we will bring you that program shortly, but right now, we want to continue with our 
breaking news coverage of the hotel shooting in Albany, New York. We want to welcome 
our viewers in the United States and around the world.
Here is what we know right now. At 12:25 this afternoon, shots rang out from inside the 
Hemerian Hotel in downtown Albany. You can see on your screens -  we’ve marked the 
state capital building, and the hotel is less than a mile away, just a half-mile off route 
787. This hotel -  if you’re just joining us now -  this hotel is the site of an ongoing crisis 
in Albany, New York, where there has been a shooting -  a large-scale shooting.
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Our crew on the ground has just arrived. My colleague Tim Attler is joining us live via 
telephone. Hi, Tim. What are you seeing down there? What can you tell us?
TIM ATTLER, CNN CORRESPONDENT (via telephone): George, it’s chaos here. You 
can hear behind me the sirens -  police vehicles and a number of ambulances are still 
arriving on the scene. They’re still trying to clear the area, so we’re keeping our distance 
but we can see people fleeing the building.
What we know from speaking to eyewitnesses is that about an hour ago, people started 
to hear shots -  multiple shots -  from inside the hotel. Multiple shots, multiple victims, 
we’re told. No confirmed reports yet on the status of those victims, but some of the 
injuries are reported to be life-threatening. I can tell you that with my own eyes, I’ve 
watched five ambulances speed away from the scene. And we’ve only been here about 
ten minutes, George.
FRANEUL: Thanks, Tim. Thanks for your reporting there on the scene. Be safe. 
ATTLER: Will do.
FRANEUL: Again, this is a developing news story. There has been a shooting in Albany, 
New York. We’re told that there are multiple victims -  no word yet on numbers or on the 
status of the victims but we will get that information to you just as soon as we have it. 
Our thoughts are with the people in Albany right now. This is a story, a situation we 
continue to monitor here on CNN. We'll bring you the very latest as we get it.
Now, for those tuning in to Fareed Zakaria GPS, we go to that right after this break.
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$reddft news
Live Thread: There 's been a mass shooting a t a hotel in A lbany, NY -  W ill 
use th is  space to  post updates (se lf.new s)
WARNING: Please refrain from speculation on this issue, and don't take 
every report at face value. The situation is still ongoing, and even major 
news sources may report inaccuracies initially.
[1:07 PM EST] -  WNYT: Reports of a shooting a t Hemerian Hotel, downtown 
Albany. Several injuries, suspect still a t large.
[1:15 PM EST] -  Albany PD scanner: More am bulances needed on the scene. More 
medical personnel.
[1:16 PM EST] -  News10: Second shooter spotted  in neighboring building. Police 
pursuing.
[1:19 PM EST] -  Twitter: Traffic in downtown Albany being rerouted. No access to 
the area.
[1:21 PM EST] - WGY: At least one victim dead.
[1:25 PM EST] -  Twitter: Second shooter fleeing on foot. First shooter rem ains in 
hotel. Area residents shelter in place.
[1:28 PM EST] -  WNYT: Live footage/reporting a t the scene: h ttp ://w ny t.com / 
S359631.shtm l
[1:30 PM EST] -  KCUTV: At least a dozen am bulances on scene. People flooding 
out of hotel, crying, scream ing.
WTXL ABC 27 @abc27 • 16 Mar
#BREAKING Shooting at an #Albany hotel. Multiple injuries. Two shooters at large.
KUAXL @radio-KUAXL • 16 Mar
Second shooter spotted in #Albany. People be careful.
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Bekah @Beks_222 • 16 Mar
Is this the hotel from #ProtestHomefront?? @Luaulau @Carmex #Albany
Mikey Moo @mikeymoo • 16 Mar
Terrorist attack in Albany? Nice one Al Qaeda. #Albany is the armpit of America.
NBC News @NBCNews 16 Mar
BREAKING: As many as 6 injuries -  some life-threatening -  at #Albany hotel shooting
Kat @Katluvsdogs • 16 Mar
Seriously? Again? SMH #guncontrol #Albany
CNN BREAKING NEWS
Albany Hotel Shooting
Aired March 16 - 14:15 ET
THIS IS A RUSH TRANSCRIPT. THIS COPY MAY NOT BE IN ITS FINAL FORM AND MAY BE 
UPDATED.
GEORGE FRANEUL, CNN ANCHOR: There’s been a mass shooting in Albany, at a 
hotel near the center of town. This happened at about 12:30 this afternoon. I want to go 
live now to Tim Attler, our correspondent on the ground, for more.
TIM ATTLER, CNN CORRESPONDENT: Hi, George. I’m about a block from the hotel, 
which is just a few blocks from the capital building. The police are securing the area, as 
you can see behind me -  traffic is completely stopped, emergency vehicles everywhere. 
Pedestrians have been diverted or are taking cover in nearby homes and businesses, 
as have some of the evacuees from the hotel. I’ve got here with me Jessica Macalaster, 
who is a guest at the hotel where the shooting occurred just hours ago, and who was 
inside when the shooting began. Jessica, can you tell us what happened?
JESSICA MACALESTER, EYEWITNESS: I was in the hotel, just in my room, and all of 
a sudden I heard these pops.
ATTLER: Pops like shots?
MACALESTER: Yes but you know, in a hotel, there are lots of sounds -  everything is so 
unfamiliar. But then I heard people in the hallway, and more POP! POP! POP! And you
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know, emergency, you don’t know what to do. Does anyone read that emergency plan 
thing on the back of the hotel door? I grabbed my phone and ran for it. You know, your 
first initial instinct is to get out.
ATTLER: Of course.
MACALESTER: It sounded like the shots were coming from the left side of the hotel -  
the side closer to the Burger King -  and everyone was running down the hallway the 
other way. We all went down the stairs and there was no police or anything there to tell 
us what to do. It was just like (shouting) get out!
ATTLER: And it was crowded then? To get out?
MACALESTER: Oh, yes. Kids shrieking. Crying. And you just pictured, like what if the 
gunman opened one of these doors? The doors in the stairway? There were kids in 
there, man. Except you barely had time to think, you know. You were just running and 
your heart was like vibrating in your chest. And the whole time we could hear the POP! 
POP! POP!
FRANEUL: Tim? Tim, I’m sorry, we’re getting reports in here. We’re getting official 
reports right now, folks. The shooter is dead. Again, the shooter in the Albany hotel, 
where chaos broke out just after noon this morning, that shooter is dead.
Ty Ranz @tyranz_2012 • Mar 16
Shooter dead!!!! © © © ©
Reply t^Retweet W  Favorited ••• More
Ty Ranz @tyranz_2012 • Mar 16
More info on shooter @ #Albanyshooting. Mid-20s, Middle-Eastern/Arab.
Ty Ranz @tyranz_2012 • Mar 16
Protesters arrested outside hotel of #Albanyshooting. Protesters could be involved.
[2:16 PM EST] -  CNN: Shooter dead
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[2:18 PM EST] -  WNYT: At least ten pro testers who were outside the  hotel are 
being questioned by police
[2:20 PM EST] -  KCUTV: Second shooter still a t large. Black male wearing work 
boots, black jacket, fur on hood.
[2:26 PM EST] - Twitter: "Homefront Sum m it" was being held a t Hemerian Hotel 
this w eekend. A m eeting for an em erging, ex trem ist political group. Protests 
against the  group began this AM.
[2:28 PM EST] -  WAMC: Suspected bomb in Burger King parking lot.
CNN BREAKING NEWS
Albany Hotel Shooting
Aired March 16 -  14:30 ET
FRANEUL: If you’re just joining us, we’re reporting live on the mass shooting in Albany 
that took place just hours ago in a downtown hotel. The first shooter has been reported 
dead — we don’t know whether he was killed by police or not. We’re learning now that a 
second suspect has been identified and is fleeing the area. Police are in pursuit. The 
suspect is described as a young, African-American male dressed in a parka-style coat.
If you have any information about this man, please call the Albany police. If you live in 
Albany, please stay inside, lock your doors. Be safe.
Let’s return to Tim Attler, our correspondent on the ground in Albany. Tim?
ATTLER: Hi, George. The news of the shooter’s death is spreading through the 
neighborhood and you can hear behind me right now. Can you hear that? People are 
cheering. If you look -  can we pan to my right? You can see people are flooding outside, 
onto porches. They’ve been in lockdown inside their homes for hours. Wow. What a 
relief.
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FRANEUL: It certainly is. But it’s not over yet, is it Tim? Are people there aware of the 
second suspect?
ATTLER: That’s true, George, that’s true. The second suspect? Yes. He’s said to be 
fleeing north of here. But you’re absolutely right -  it’s not over yet.
George, I’m talking here to Mary Treble, who lives across the street from the hotel. She 
fled when she heard the shots but she was home this morning. Mary can you tell us 
what was going on this morning?
MARY TREBLE, EYEWITNESS: Yes. I live across from the Hemerian. Lived there 
before the hotels moved in. Thirty years. My daughter she came by this morning to drop 
off the kids — I watch my grandkids on Fridays — and she says to me: "Ma, do you see 
the hotel?” And I look and at eight o’clock in the morning there was people starting to 
get together outside. A crowd.
ATTLER: So these would be the protesters we’ve been hearing about.
TREBLE: I suppose. By nine they were all set up. Twenty of them at least. They had 
signs, and they were shouting. I almost just picked up the kids and left, come down here 
to stay by my friend because of the noise.
ATTLER: This crowd was protesting an event being held at the hotel. George, the 
details are just trickling in, but what we’re learning is that there was a conference at the 
Hemerian Hotel this weekend for a small political group called "The Homefront.” It’s a 
conservative group -  we’re trying to get more on that now. And as you heard, there was 
a pretty significant protest against that group outside the hotel this morning.
TREBLE: I called the police. And I told them there’d been trouble all morning. I don’t 
doubt it was those people did the shooting.
171
ATTLER: George, as you can see, this remains a developing story. It does seem like 
there may be a political element to this tragedy, but we really can’t say yet. We can’t say 
whether it’s related but we’re doing our best to get you accurate information as fast as 
we can.
BREAKING NEWS: Mass shooting in Albany; terrorism suspected
[2:21 PM EST] -  Albany PD scanner: Gray Prius, NY plates, in Burger King lot. 
Bombs suspected . Bomb squad on scene. 
[2:23 PM EST] -  WNYT: Eyewitness reports a t least th ree  fatalities 
[2:25 PM EST] -  CNN: Shooter was m id-20s, m ale, white. Name withheld. Second 
shooter: m id-20s, black, male. 
[2:33 PM EST] -  FOX22: Second shooter headed north. Black male. May be 
limping. May have sustained injury @ hotel.
Charles Pickett @charliepick • 16 Mar
SECOND SHOOTER IN CUSTODY. Eat that motherfucker. #Albanyshooting
Tory Saure @toro_saur • 16 Mar 
8 dead 6 injured, latest reports #Albanyshooting
Fox News @FoxNews • 16 Mar
Second shooter in custody. Remain on alert for suspicious others. #Albanyshooting
WTXL ABC 27 @abc27 • 16 Mar
Shooter was leader of protests outside hotel. #Albanyshooting
Jaclyn Brayer @Jaclyn_gone_baclyn • 16 Mar
Can’t believe this #Albanyshooting. Hearts out to victims & families. What a awful day for #Albany.
Van The Man @VAN-the-MAN88 • 16 Mar
Shooter was a protester. Big f%@#$ing surprise America. # leftiesneedguncontrol #Albanyshooting
ArchieP @archieP5678 • 16 Mar
BOMBS FOUND!! BOMBS FOUND IN #ALBANY! #Albanyshooting
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May 27
I ’d  taken my necklace o ff earlier in the morning, thinking I ’d  polish it. I t ’s a simple piece, 
just a pendant on a chain, a little engraving and the tiniest diamond. But I  got distracted, ended 
up clearing the yard out back. It wasn’t a terrible winter, but it was windy and there was debris 
everywhere. Twigs, stones. The butts o f cigarettes that the boys must have snuck on the patio. I  
was raking it all up, but truly, I  fe lt unsettled. I  put my hand to my chest and realized I  wasn’t 
wearing my necklace. I  thought that was it, the reason I  was feeling so odd.
Around 3:30, I  heard tires rumble into the driveway out front. I  knew it was Benny. I  
glanced at my watch because I  wondered i f  h e ’d  stay for dinner. I  remember thinking I  might 
have enough lasagna noodles.
“M a!” I  heard him calling from inside. “MA ? MAA! ”
H e’s funny, I  thought, worrying about me. He knew his father was away. I  was wearing 
my gardening gloves -  the stiff, big-fingered kind -  and I  was tugging them o ff o f each finger and 
trying to wave at him through the back windows. By the time I  got inside, he was shouting for me 
from upstairs.
“I ’m down here!” I  called. I  remember thinking to myself that he must be very hungry.
“Jesus, M om,” he said as he clomped down the stairs. “Did you turn o ff your phone?”
He rounded the corner from the hallway into the dining room, where I  was resetting my 
hair into a neater ponytail. It was cool inside and I  hadn’t realized I  was baking out there.
“Hey,” he said and looked like he was searching for something on my face.
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“Hi, sweetheart. Is everything ok? ”
Published: 3:00 pm 
Updated: 3:03 pm
Mass Shooting in Downtown Albany Hotel; 7 Fatalities, 
Possible Explosives
ALBANY, N.Y. -  Albany police report that seven have died and at least twenty more are injured 
as a result of the shooting at Hemerian Hotel in downtown Albany today.
The suspected shooter is dead on the scene by self-inflicted gunshot wound and a second is in 
custody. Terrorism is suspected, with possible links to foreign extremist groups.
A group of protesters who were outside the hotel in the morning have also been arrested, also 
possibly linked to terrorism. The protests were a demonstration against a group called "The 
Homefront,” which was holding a political conference at the hotel this weekend. Protesters are 
associated with Community, a bookstore in Harlem, New York.
Police are searching the area for further threats. There’s suspicion of explosives in shooter #1’s 
vehicle, which is parked at the Burger King on Cypress Ave.
NBC News @NBCNews 16 Mar
Bombs have been found near the site of #Albanyshooting. Clearing the area. Bomb squad on scene.
Albany Police @albanypolice • Mar 16
#ALBANY Residents: Continue to shelter in place. Area is not secured. Stay calm, stay home.
ArchieP @archieP5678 • 16 Mar
Controlled detonation of bombs from #Albanyshooting will be done at 4:05. Get ready you guys!!!
Bekah @Beks_222 • 16 Mar
@Luaulau @Carmex Where r u guys? News is saying arrested?! Plz get in touch #ProtestHomefront 
#Albanyshooting
174
Press Conference
March 16 
16:00
G O VERNOR : Good afternoon. Thank you for being here. We’ve had a -  a terrible day, a horrific 
tragedy, in Albany today. The police commissioner is here with me -  I’ll introduce him in just a minute -  
to give you some details about this tragedy, umm, the response, and what we know so far about what’s 
behind it. But I want to first give my condolences and those of all of us here to the victims and to their 
families. This has been, this is, a difficult, sad, tragic day for our city -  for all of us. But our thoughts are 
first and foremost with those who are most immediately affected -  who’ve lost a loved one today, who’ve 
suffered an injury. I also want to acknowledge that this is an ongoing incident, and that our emergency 
personnel -  including Albany police, New York State police, FBI, National Guard, and more are all 
working very hard to keep Albany safe right now. We’ re very grateful for that. Commissioner?
CO M M ISSIO N ER : Thank you, governor. At 12:25pm today, a shooter opened fire inside the Hemerian 
Hotel in downtown Albany. At this time, we are not prepared to release the identity of that shooter. The 
shooting was contained to the conference area of the hotel, where a gathering was being held. The shooter 
had multiple weapons on his person, and was able to fire off multiple rounds. As of now, we can confirm 
ten fatalities as a result of this shooting, and several others who were injured -  many severely.
We received emergency 911 calls immediately, as the incident was still in progress, and we had Albany 
officers on the scene within 10 minutes. It’s believed that the shooter turned his weapon on himself when 
he heard our forces outside.
Officers entered the building and began evacuating and treating victims. We initiated a full-scale, active 
shooter search of the building, which means that officers and explosives specialists went into every room, 
every corner, under every bed, behind every shower curtain to look for additional threats. The shooter was 
a guest at the hotel this weekend, and we’ve done a thorough search of his room. No threats were found. 
At this moment, there is still a team moving through the hotel. We are treating every bag, every piece of 
luggage, as a suspicious object.
At about 14:00, we identified a second suspect in the area. We alerted residents as well as our officers and 
were able to pick up the suspect within 15 minutes of putting out the call. That suspect remains in custody 
at this time.
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At about the same time, we were able to confirm that a vehicle in the neighboring parking lot to the hotel 
belonged to the shooter, and we brought in specialists to check it for explosives. It’s been confirmed, at 
this point, that there were no explosives in the vehicle, but we are continuing to search the area for any 
further threats.
As the governor mentioned, we are working together with other agencies to secure the area. At this point, 
we’re asking people to stay home, or to go home, and to avoid the downtown Albany area. This is an 
ongoing incident, an active threat, and we need for people to stay calm, but also stay safe.
GOVERNOR: Thank you, Commissioner. We’ll take questions now.
Q: Are there more suspects? What about the protesters?
Commissioner: We can’t confirm that. We’re talking to some of those protesters and that’s also why 
we’re asking people to call in with information.
Q : Was this terrorism? Are you treating this as a terrorist attack?
Commissioner: As of now, we’re pursuing all leads.
Q: What did you find in his hotel room?
Commissioner: There were no explosives or additional weapons in the suspect’s hotel room.
Q : Was this a premeditated attack?
Commissioner: I think it would be hard for it not to be.
Q : Commissioner, what’s next? Where’s your investigation headed?
Commissioner: This isn’t an investigation. This is crisis control.
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David Earl @DavidEarlLive • 16 Mar
No bombs in #Albany. False report of explosives found. No bombs -  yet.
NBC News Nightly @NBCnewsNightly • 16 Mar
Second shooter resisted arrest. Onlookers report police found a weapon. #AlbanyShooting
Wall Street Journal @WSJ • 16 Mar
Suspicious bag in shooter’s car not explosives or firearms. #Albanyshooting
May 28
She asked about what happened that day. Where I  was, what I  knew and when. Well, 
Benny was answering the phone. It rang almost constantly starting at 4:00.
He turned the news on in the kitchen and turned the set in the living room to a different 
channel. Both news. I  was sitting on the couch, but Benny was in the kitchen, by the phone. I  
wasn’t really watching. I  kept thinking that there was still that back corner o f the yard that 
needed to get cleared. I  needed to go out and clear that corner. I  didn’t want Jim to worry about 
it when he got home. H e’d  have enough on his mind, I  thought. H e ’d  want to rest.
I  was watching the screen but I  couldn’t hear it. It was mostly videos o f the hotel. All the 
police cars out front, the officers like little ants just standing there. There were helicopters 
hovering. They made a little dome around the hotel. What I  remember hearing is helicopter 
blades even though, in retrospect, I ’m sure there was a voiceover.
Benny came into the room. He looked smaller than I ’ve ever seen him. He wasn’t 
breathing right.
“That was the police,” he said. “In Albany. ”
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[4:18 PM EST] -  WAMC: 11 dead, 12 injured
[4:30 PM EST] -  Fox News: Shooters had contact with Al Qaeda.
[4:39 PM EST] -  WAMC eyew itness: "We heard the  first shot and my instinct was 
to turn around and look. He was in a suit, hat, big gun. He looked young -  teen ag er 
m aybe. I thought he cam e from the en trance inside the  hotel ... It was a scram ble 
toward the o ther side of the  room, but there  was ju s t one door. I stayed down. We 
were all praying."
Albany Hotel Attack
Published Saturday, March 16 /  The Five O’Clock News 
With Terry Hinklie
This is a rush transcript from "The Five O’Clock News," March 16. This copy may not be in its final form and 
may be updated.
TERRY HINKLIE, HOST: Good evening. I’m Terry Hinklie and this is The Five O’Clock 
News.
(MUSIC)
TERRY HINKLIE: We open this hour with tragic news coming out of Albany, New York. 
Earlier today, just after noon, a gunman opened fire in a local hotel. The incident didn’t last 
more than ten minutes, but in that time 11 people were killed, and another 12 or more are 
left injured. The Five O’Clock News is bringing you the latest.
The incident began at 12:25 this afternoon, when the shooter entered the conference room 
of the Hemerian Hotel armed with at least two and, we’re hearing, possibly three firearms. 
He opened fire, apparently indiscriminately, on members of a group called “Homefront,”
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who were holding a large gathering at the hotel this weekend. There were approximately 
150 people in that conference hall.
The shooter entered the hall through these doors [image on screen] and then very quickly 
opened fire. Eyewitnesses are indicating that he did not move through the room. He fired 
multiple rounds from a spot in the back of the room. This went on for ten whole minutes, 
which, as you might imagine, must have felt like hours to the people in that room.
I’m Terry Hinklie and this is The Five O’Clock News. Back with you after this.
Bekah @Beks_222 • 16 Mar
#ProtestHomefront seeking civil rights lawyer. Protesters arrested. PM me if you know someone #Albany 
#civilrights
Bekah @Beks_222 • 16 Mar
#ProtestHomefront Some arrested, some in hiding. If u see this, plz sign google-doc to tell us where u are: 
tiny.cc/HomefrontProtest
Bekah @Beks_222 • 16 Mar
@Luaulau u ok? I keep calling u. Plz get in touch.
TERRY HINKLIE: Hello, and welcome back to The Five O’Clock News.
(MUSIC)
TERRY HINKLIE: Good evening. We’re talking tonight about the tragedy that overtook 
Albany, New York earlier today. Eleven people are dead, and many more injured at the 
hands of a gunman who opened fire on a political conference at a downtown hotel.
We don’t know much about the suspect or his accomplice, a second man who was picked 
up by police after the shooting. We don’t have names yet. But the shooter in the hotel was 
a Caucasian male in his mid-twenties, a resident of New York State. The second man is an 
Albany resident, an African-American male, also in his mid-twenties. He remains in 
custody.
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What we do know is that the shooter inside the hotel was staying there this weekend. We 
also know that there were protests being staged outside of the hotel, protesting the 
weekend conference for Homefront, an emerging political group. There have been reports 
that the shooter was involved in the protests.
Now, why protests? Well, Homefront, the group that was hosting the conference, is 
politically motivated. Their focus is on international governmental aid with a basic m essage 
that government money should be invested domestically. This is all according to their 
website. This weekend’s conference, “The Homefront Summit,” was their first large 
gathering. According to the conference schedule posted on the website, there was to be a 
series of lectures and also workshops covering everything from personal financial planning 
to USAID.
The schedule this morning was quite packed. Participants in the conference would have 
been scattered in small workshops all morning. But during the lunch hour, that’s when the 
chaos began, they came together for a presentation in the large conference hall. Just the 
opportunity the shooter needed. That presentation was being given, according to the 
schedule, by a man named Jam es Jenkins.
When we come back, more about the Albany tragedy, and also: Is it time for you to 
refinance your mortgage? Russ Freeman joins us. This is The Five O’Clock News.
(MUSIC)
180
[5:25 PM EST] -  St. John's Hospital reports one victim was pregnant. That brings 
the death  toll up to 12.
[5:35 PM EST] -  City of Albany: Com missioner will give ano ther press conference 
a t 7:00pm
[5:38 PM EST] -  Twitter: P rotesters are being held in police custody.
[5:41 PM EST] -  NBC: Two victims with minor injuries released from Albany 
Medical.
[5:44 PM EST] -  Albany PD Scanner: Units being called to Melrose neighborhood. 
Disturbance a t Railmont Park A partm ents._________________________________________
May 28 (later)
There was some light left in the day and I  told Benny that I  needed to finish clearing the 
back corner o f the yard. He said ok. He offered to help but I  said I ’d  like to do it on my own.
H e’d  been crying. James was on his way over. I  said not to bring Sarah.
I  was almost done. It was almost completely cleared when the two o f them came outside. 
They were halfway across the lawn by the time I  saw them, their winter shadows. They were 
holding each other. Or Benny was holding James just above the elbow. They were both crying.
“You need to come inside, M a,” James said, reaching with his right arm to cradle me 
around the shoulders. James is not very affectionate just in general.
I  said: “I ’m nearly done, sweetheart,” and I  sort o f rolled myself out o f his arm. I  had my 
eye on a twig by Benny’s right boot. As I  leaned for it, Benny caught me around the arm and 
stood me up again. James wrapped around my other side. There was fear in the way they were 
holding me.
“L et’s go in, M a.”
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I  tried to shake them off again. I t ’s not what a mother should ever want to do, to push her 
children away.
“Ma the police called again,” Benny said, and swallowed. “It was Gray. ”
Press Conference
March 16 
19:00
C O M M ISSIO N ER : Good evening. We’ve confirmed the identity of the primary suspect in today’s 
shooting. His name was Gray Carl Jenkins. First name G-R-A-Y. Last name J-E-N-K-I-N-S. Date of birth 
11-14-1986. He has no criminal history.
Mr. Jenkins entered the conference hall of the Hemerian Hotel at 12:25 this afternoon and opened fire. He 
had on his person three firearms: an AR-15 assault rifle, a Remington 870 12-gauge shotgun, and a 40- 
caliber Glock handgun. We have no capability at this time of knowing exactly how many shots were fired. 
He fired many, many shots. In total, there are 23 victims. 11 of those victims are deceased. The other 12 
are being treated at area hospitals. Mr. Jenkins died on the scene of a self-inflicted gunshot wound.
We’ve completed a full search of the building, as well as of Mr. Jenkins’s car and have determined that 
there are no further threats to public safety at this time.
At 14:00, we picked up a second suspect, whose identity will remain protected at this time. Suspect Two 
was fleeing the scene and was seen to have a weapon on his person. We have determined that he was not 
involved with Mr. Jenkins’s crime. But he is now being held on charges of illegal possession of a firearm.
More on Gray Jenkins. Mr. Jenkins was a resident of Brooklyn, New York. He arrived in Albany last night 
and checked into the hotel around seven o’clock. He was not seen again until he entered the conference 
hall and opened fire.
The conference hall has a capacity of 150 people, and we estimate that there were at least 100 in the room 
when Mr. Jenkins entered. This includes participants in the conference as well as hotel staff. We’ve
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interviewed close to 70 witnesses -  people who were in the hall, others who were outside, who work or 
live in the area.
As to the victims. Most of the victims were not local residents, and we’re still working to contact their 
next-of-kin and to find ways to reunite the injured with their families. Out of respect for the victims and 
their families, we are not releasing any names at this time.
Please. A caution about social media. We are analyzing all of the social media related to this event and 
we’ve already detected multiple incidents of misinformation. As responsible journalists, please be 
thorough about what you’re reporting.
At this time, our investigation is ongoing. We ask that the public please avoid the area around the hotel, as 
it remains a crime scene at this time.
Charles Locks @lockitin • Mar 16
@Albanypolice Of course suspect 2 was a BLACK MAN!!! KKK in the force! #fuckthepolice #Albanyshooting
Cammy @cambuzzzz • 16 Mar
Just WHY? Why does this keep happening? Crushed tonight for those families. #Albanyshooting
Margie Neeson @MargaretNeeson • 16 Mar
Thinking of Albany tonight. Praying for families and those affected. Specially that Mama. May you and your 
baby be together in heaven. #Albanyshooting
Statement by the President on the Hotel Shooting in Albany, NY
James S. Brady Press Briefing Room
7:30 P.M. EST
Our nation is mourning this evening. We are mourning for the victims of this afternoon’s tragedy 
in Albany, New York. We are mourning for the families of those victims. For the friends, the 
colleagues, the neighbors. We’re mourning for the city of Albany tonight, where a sense of 
safety and community has been shattered. We’re mourning for all of us, all of us who have 
endured tragedies like this one too many times.
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I want to say I’m sorry. As a leader and a lawmaker in this country, I am sorry that I have not 
done enough to stop this from happening. I am sorry that we don’t have firearms legislation that 
might have saved lives today. I am sorry that we don’t have a mental healthcare system that 
could’ve intercepted this young man. I’m sorry that he had access to the weapons he did and 
not to the help he needed. I’m sorry, heartbroken, that this nation suffers more mass violence 
than any other developed country in the world.
I am sorry. I’m sorry for the families, for the hotel staff, for Albany. We should have done 
something. And I’m sorry too for the families of the next set of victims, a week or ten days from 
now, the next set of precious lives lost to senseless killing. Because if we change nothing, this 
will happen again.
So let’s not let this young man into the spotlight of today’s tragedy. Instead, let’s put change 
there. Let today be the day that we take a stand. And next week, when all of this begins to cycle 
out of the news, let us feel today’s anguish with the same urgency that we do now. Call your 
representatives tomorrow, next week, and a month from now. Demand an apology. For as long 
as nothing changes, each and every one of us deserves an apology.
I am sorry.
May 30
I ’m sorry. I  keep telling her that.
I ’m sorry, no, I  don’t know about the guns. As far as I  knew, h e ’d  never even held one.
No, I ’m sorry, I  didn’t keep his old report cards. He did well though. Yes, there were 
sometimes notes about his behavior. I ’m sorry, I  don’t recall exactly what they said.
I ’m sorry, I  don’t recognize that name.
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I  don’t recognize my son in those pictures on the tv. He was shy, a little bit troubled, but 
not like this. I ’m sorry I  didn’t see this coming. I ’m sorry I  didn’t raise him differently.
I  don’t know yet i f  I ’m sorry he was born. He is still my son.
I  looked into it and now I  know about the guns. He had an AR-15 assault rifle, a 
Remington 870 12-gauge shotgun, and a 40-caliber Clock handgun. I  looked up the girl she 
asked about. Laurea. I ’m looking it all up now. I ’m printing it out. I ’m taking notes.
I ’m sorry. I  want to be more helpful.
One Week
June 1
I  tried at first to be selective about what I  took. A suit for interviews. Did I  need black for  
the funerals? A dress? Or were there different looks for ashamed mother o f the murderer vs. 
grieving widow? Would they even let us bury Gray?
In the end, I  emptied a drawerful o f clothes into an old gym bag o f Benny’s. A fistful o f 
jewelry. Too much mascara and not enough concealer. The bag smelled like bleach and I  didn’t 
pack perfume, so that became my scent for the next three weeks. Bleach.
We left late that night. Cover o f darkness, we thought. But o f course the press was there 
with their cameras and microphones and those little white umbrellas they use to catch the light 
around you. They wanted to know i f  there’d  been any indication. Was Gray an extremist? What
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about Jim ? I  sucked my lips tight against my teeth. I  looked away and said nothing. There was no 
space in their questions for the grieving widow.
We could’ve stayed with family or friends but the thought o f trying to share a meal, o f 
trying to fa ll asleep in a child’s twin bed — well, I  couldn’t do it. James had suggested the 
Grahams and o f course, in retrospect, I  should have at least spoken to them. Hindsight is always 
20-20 and that night, I  was basically blind.
We ended up at a Holiday Inn outside o f Richmond. The Family Response Team (FRT) 
was already there to help us “settle in.” Chris was on that night. He suggested I  might want one 
o f the boys to stay in my room with me, just the first night. Sometimes that helps the mothers, he 
said.
The hotel was right o ff the highway and even with the shades drawn, the rooms lit up in a 
constant stream o f headlights. Underneath the window, the heater buzzed. He must have thought 
I  was scared. I  said I ’d  like to be left alone.
The truth is, I  was angrier than I ’ve ever been before in my life. I  wanted to shout at 
every one o f them — the boys, Chris, the rest o f the team. There wasn’t a single woman there that 
night. I  wanted to shout down the hallway, out the window, at the walls. I  kicked the plastic kick- 
board on the door as it closed behind me and when I  turned down the bed, I  did it violently. I  
ripped the comforter from the sheets. I  threw the pillows against the headboard.
I ’ve read that this is a normal reaction for parents who lose children. Why me? Why my 
son? Why now? I t ’s an “undirected rage ” or “anger at the inexplicability o f the loss.”
But as I  lay awake on that hotel bed, the heater turned off, the thin sheets keeping me just 
below a shiver, I  knew precisely who I  was angry at. I  was angry at Jim.
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The Sunday Issue | National
Protesters Arrested Following Albany Attack
By M AR K J. TO M LIN  MARCH 17
ALBANY, NY -  Protests outside the Albany hotel where 11 were murdered yesterday afternoon 
included at least a dozen participants, eight of whom have since been arrested for suspected 
conspiracy with the shooter, Gray Jenkins. Jenkins, who died on the scene, was participating in 
the protests before the shooting occurred.
The protesters are associated with Community Bookstore in Harlem, NY. According to their 
website, Community had been planning this demonstration for at least two weeks, using social 
media and the tag “#ProtestHomefront.” The group has led other protests in the past, including 
one last fall against holiday consumerism during which participants vandalized Manhattan 
retailers. The vandalism investigation is ongoing.
Among the victims of yesterday’s shooting was Gray Jenkins’s father, James Jenkins Sr., who 
was a leader of the Homefront Movement. Jenkins Sr. was giving a presentation when Gray 
Jenkins entered the conference hall armed with three semi-automatic weapons. The Jenkins 
family, which includes wife/mother Carolyn Jenkins and two remaining sons, Benjamin and 
James Jr., were seen leaving their Springfield, Virginia home late last night. They have not 
offered public comment on the attack, which appears to have been part of the ongoing protest 
against the conservative political group, Homefront.
It remains unclear how many protesters were involved in the attack and to what degree. Still at 
large are six suspects, including Laurea Martin, one of the protest organizers who was seen 
entering the hotel with Gray Jenkins approximately one hour before the shooting occurred. 
Martin, who was caught on hotel security cameras accompanying Jenkins to the room where he 
prepared for the attack, allegedly disappeared from the hotel before the attack occurred. Local
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authorities are working with the state police, FBI, and witnesses to identify and arrest all who 
were involved.
T H E  H O M E F R O N T :
^ ^ jB r in g  Our Resources HOME
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
Monday, March 18
We are sunk in deep despair over the violent deaths of our compatriots in The 
Homefront Movement. We are still in shock at what many of us witnessed and at the 
losses we have suffered. Our deepest condolences belong to the families of the victims 
and those injured in the attack. We will never forget.
Saturday’s attack was heinous and inexplicable. It was not, however, random. This 
attack on Homefront was a political act and an act of terror, perpetrated by a 
coordinated extremist group. In the guise of peaceful protest, Community Bookstore 
used violence in an effort to scare Homefronters away from our mission.
They will not succeed. We will not be terrorized.
Homefronters will continue to fight for what we believe in, and we will do it to honor our 
fallen fellows. We will not rest until the Community terrorists are brought to justice. And 
we will not stop organizing, speaking out, and making our voices heard because we are 
not scared. We will never forget.
We have started a fund to help the families of the victims. For more information or to 
donate, please visit our website.
ADDENDUM: An overflow of traffic to the donation page has caused the website to 
crash. Thank you for your support. We are working on a solution.
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June 2
We lived in those hotel rooms for three weeks. I ’d  forgotten to pack underwear and made 
a ritual o f scrubbing the one pair every evening with a card-sized bar o f hotel soap. I  hung it to 
dry in the shower and slept naked, which I ’ve never liked. Most mornings, the underwear was 
just short o f completely dry when I  stepped back into it. I  could’ve put it under the hair dryer for  
a couple o f minutes or left it on the radiator overnight, but I  never did. I  wore it as it was, cold 
and itchy.
They wanted to interview us, o f course. Not because we were being prosecuted, they said. 
But they needed to gather information, learn who else might have been involved. Did we know o f 
Laurea Martin? What was Gray’s relationship with his father like?
I t ’s all the same questions that Alison is asking, though I ’ve been more forthright with 
her. The FRT interviews were just so sterile. We did them all in the hotel room, five whole days 
sitting at a little round table by the window. It was a warm March and every once in a while I ’d  
crack the window — more for the white noise o f the highway than the fresh air. They had a 
videocamera set up. They took notes. But I  never fe lt as i f  they were listening, really listening to 
me. They kept their heads down. They recorded, but they didn’t listen.
Alison asked i f  I  still feel angry and I  said that I  do. I t ’s been less than two months.
What’s hard is that while the rest o f the country tears Gray apart, all I  can feel for him is 
sympathy. It seems backward to me, that I ’d  feel sorry for the murderer and anger at the victim. 
But who isn’t a victim here? You have to remember: Gray killed himself, too.
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The FRT stayed with us for the first week. They discouraged us from watching the 
coverage on TV or online. I t ’s a lot o f speculation at first, they said. We were lucky that the 
Albany Eight was attracting the media’s attention — most families don’t get this kind o f reprieve. 
Most families. Most families whose sons commit mass murder.
I  keep thinking about that. We ’re just one in a number. A statistic. A data point.
Wilson Knightly, Contributor
^ F r e e  the A lbany E ight
Free the Albany Eight
-  By Wilson Knightly | Tues. March 19
The political nature of both the Homefront conference and the protest in Albany last weekend 
has led to accusations of terrorism, first from Homefront itself and now, in a flurry of social 
media, from onlookers nationwide. These accusations are controversial, of course, and the debate 
over what constitutes terrorism has clogged social media for days. Instead of beating the dead 
horse of trying to define the term, I want to consider what happens once we accept that 
something is terrorism. Or rather, that someone is a terrorist. Because despite all the debate, this 
seems to be what has happened in the case of the Albany Attack. And while the rest of us have 
been busy clogging Twitter, the Albany jailhouse has become the next Guantanamo.
For three days, five women and three men have been held in the Albany jail on suspicion of 
conspiracy with Gray Jenkins. These eight young people, who deny any involvement with 
Saturday’s shooting outside of being witnesses themselves, have not been allowed to speak to 
their families, let alone a lawyer who might advise them. Walter Wex, father of Carmen Wex who 
is among the eight being detained, says that his daughter and the other protesters had “absolutely 
no intention of engaging in violence in Albany.” The protest that they planned out of Community
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Bookstore, owned by Wex, was a peaceful one. “Gray Jenkins acted alone,” Wex has told the 
media.
It’s relatively easy to call Gray Jenkins a terrorist. After all, he held the gun. He murdered 11 
people at a political event. But it is also inconsequential. Gray Jenkins is dead and terrorist or 
not, he is out of the picture. But when we call the protesters “terrorists,” there are consequences. 
When we call them terrorists, they are locked in cells. We call them terrorists and they are 
deprived of their civil rights (all, by the way, are American citizens). As terrorists, they are 
objectified by the media and discarded as somehow sub-human, somehow deserving of this 
inhumane treatment.
The truth is, nothing has been proven yet and it is beginning to look like nothing will be. Gray 
Jenkins likely acted alone. Little attention has been given to the fact that his father was among 
the victims. Who’s to say that this wasn’t an extravagant patricide rather than a full-blown act of 
terrorism? Who has a shred of evidence that the Albany Eight not only knew about Jenkins’s 
plans, but helped him to carry them out? And even if we could agree, which we might, that the 
Eight ought to be questioned by investigators, there is no legally defensible reason that they 
should be held as they have been without counsel and without being charged.
The term “terrorism” is a slippery one. It has a legal definition and a euphemistic one. It has one 
definition in the U.S. and another when it comes to international law. In the end, though, it is 
something of a tautology: the mere mention of the term evokes its meaning. As soon as we 
started calling Saturday’s tragedy terrorism, we became terrified. And, terrified, we ignored what 
should outrage us.
Free the Albany Eight.
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COMMENTS .
Carl says ...
You’ve got it backwards here: it’s when we don’t lock them away that we should 
be “terrified.” Imagine the alternative: these people who might have more attacks 
plotted are left free to carry out their violence, just because they’re “innocent until 
proven guilty”? No thanks. #prosecuteterrorism
Jessica says ...
We have the Patriot Act for a reason and THIS is exactly the reason. F#*@ the 
“Albany Eight” #prosecuteterrorism
Frank says ...
Nelson Mandela and MLK were called terrorists too. Fight for civil rights! 
#FreetheAlbanyEight
Melinda says ...
So next time a car bomb kills twelve in Palestine, we should call it protest and not 
terrorism? We should treat those “protesters” as rational actors? Let them use vio­
lence as a platform through which to publicize and spread their hatred? #prose- 
cuteterrorism
posted March 21
A Motive to Murder
The Complicated Case o f the Jenkins
By Manuel Trembla
F  or the past six days, our national attention has been focused on Albany, where 
eleven were murdered last weekend and eight are being held responsible. Calls to 
#FreetheAlbanyEight have sparked the response, #JusticeforAlbanyEleven, and in the
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volley of numbers and demands back and forth, it seems we’ve largely overlooked an 
important possibility: that this was only ever about one.
It was no accident that Gray Jenkins planned his attack for the lunch hour. Strategically, 
this meant that all the conference participants would be gathered in one place, 
distracted not only by their food but by the day’s lunchtime presentation. Strategically, 
Gray Jenkins entered the conference hall twenty-five minutes into his father’s thirty- 
minute lecture.
Paul Appelbaum, a forensic psychiatrist at Columbia University, proposes that mass 
murders might be better understood not as homicides but as the most dramatic and 
destructive suicide that the perpetrator could imagine. The objective, then, was never to 
kill others, but rather to create a dramatic firestorm around the death of one in particular: 
the murderer.
Perhaps the Albany Tragedy was, in fact, a hyper-dramatic suicide, making Gray 
Jenkins the one that we have been so willing to overlook in our calculations. Or: maybe 
Albany was a heavily masked patricide. We’ve not paid enough attention to the story of 
another one: James Jenkins, Sr.
James Jenkins Sr, who went by Jim, became involved in the Homefront Movement last 
summer. And yet none of the “Homefronters” who’ve been interviewed know much if 
anything about his life outside the movement. He lived in Springfield, Virginia. He had a 
wife and, many of them thought, just two sons.
Despite the fact that Jim Jenkins has been working at the same office supply store in 
suburban Virginia for the last 30 years, no one there could tell us much more. They 
remember meeting Gray once or twice, when the family would come in at the beginning 
of the school year for notebooks, pencils, folders and binders for the boys. Jim never 
spoke to his co-workers about his home life. If anything was amiss, he didn’t let on. “He 
was a nose-to-the-grindstone kind of guy,” one Office Plus employee told us over the
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phone. “ I never heard him peep about anything besides printer paper until, of course, all 
the stuff with Homefront.”
According to many of Jim’s former colleagues, he was an enthusiastic supporter of the 
movement and, a once-quiet man, spoke non-stop about the group. He successfully 
recruited two Office Plus colleagues to join the movement and was constantly coming in 
early to color-print his fliers and make copies. He left stacks of information on the tables 
in the break room and, with the approval of the store manager, scotch-taped 
announcements about Homefront meetings and events on the community message 
board in the foyer.
The Jenkins family has yet to offer any public comment about last Saturday’s tragedy. In 
fact, they fled their Springfield, Virginia home last Saturday, shortly after a press 
conference that revealed Jim’s death, and have not resurfaced since.
We can speculate all we want on whether Gray Jenkins was a terrorist -  that question is 
unlikely to find an answer, as he appears to have left no suicide note. But what about his 
relationship with his father? Was there any indication of trouble, any reason to be 
suspicious?
What we know is that Jim didn’t talk about Gray, but could not stop talking about 
Homefront. We know that Gray knew his father would be at this conference and, 
furthermore, that he would be at the podium, nearing the conclusion of his speech when 
Gray strode dramatically through the back doors of that conference hall. We know he 
shot his father last, just moments before killing himself.
June 3
They asked, o f course, about Gray’s childhood. Did he stand out in any way from the 
other two boys?
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Yes and no, I  told them. My boys are about as different as they come — and at that, one o f 
the interviewers made a joke about the size o f Benny next to the size o f James. They were being 
interviewed too, one room over. The other interviewer chuckled. I  smiled and tried not to let it 
look forced. I t ’s not that I  was offended — I  just didn’t have that kind o f lightness in me. I  still 
don’t.
After the FRT left, me and the boys stayed another two weeks. Benny thought it was best 
not to go home right away. The media would have all the same questions as the team had, and 
we didn’t have any better answers. But James was anxious to get back to Sarah, who had refused 
to come see us, he said, because she didn’t want to give away our position. I ’m sure now that it 
was her parents stopping her.
In any case, we left at the end o f the third week. James and Benny went back to work and 
I  came back to the house. I  was looking forward to it, actually. To coming “home.” All that was 
challenging about the hotel — the sterility, the facelessness o f it. I  just wanted to be home, to 
have something familiar around me.
We turned the corner onto our road and I  had this shock o f thinking: but Jim took our 
holiday decorations down months ago! And then o f course I  realized what it was. Benny pulled 
into the driveway, silent, tires squeaking over a message that had been chalked onto the new 
blacktop: TERRORISTS GET OUT! On the lawn, there were flowers and a few little cards with 
“Sorry ” and “Condolences ” scribbled across the front. Mostly though, it was less kind. Someone 
had printed out pictures o f the guns he used, then taped them to stakes and pointed them toward 
our house.
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I  went inside. I  don’t know why it surprised me that this would come back to us, that o f 
course people would see us as murderers, not victims. I t ’s been four weeks and I  hardly leave the 
house. Benny does the shopping for me. I ’ve closed the shades on all the front windows.
Meanwhile, my home is fu ll o f ghosts. Ghosts like sentinels at every doorway, like goblins 
in every cabinet. I  still haven’t cleared the half-drunk glass o f water o ff o f J im ’s nightstand. I  
haven’t touched the Homefront newsletter folded up underneath. I t ’s not that I ’m afraid to let 
those everyday details disappear. That would be too acceptable, too “grieving widow” for me. I  
just can’t touch it. I  can hardly go near any o f his things. The piles offliers in the living room.
The ceramic mug that he used on Sundays, and the blue plastic one that he took to work with 
him.
I  don’t think it was terrorism. I  think that Gray killed his father and I  just can’t get it out 
o f my head that there had to be something. Something in Jim, something I  didn’t know about. 
What is it? What did he hide from me?
James thinks we should all move — out o f Springfield, out o f Virginia, even. We’ll never 
escape it i f  we stay here, he says. The Grahams have put their house on the market already.
Letters: Free the Albany Eight
Posted on Thurs. March 21 
To the Editor:
I’d like to respond to Wilson Knightly’s “Free the Albany Eight” article of March 19.
My name is Laurea Martin and I was at the Protest Homefront demonstration last Saturday. I 
escaped not only Gray Jenkins’s violence, but also the violence and injustice with which the
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Albany Police have treated the Albany Eight. I’ve wanted to speak out as a witness to last week’s 
tragedy, but because of the actions of the Albany police, have been forced into silence and 
hiding. Please publish my letter. Give me voice.
The protesters were not conspiring with Gray Jenkins. He participated in Saturday morning’s 
demonstration, but his arrival was a surprise. It had been at least two weeks since any of us had 
seen Gray and though he’d volunteered at Community Bookstore in the past, he was not part of 
the planning of “Protest Homefront.” I watched many of the other protesters try to speak to Gray 
throughout that morning, but their efforts were met with glares.
Around 11:30, Gray approached me. We knew each other through a mutual friend, but we’d had 
a falling out a few weeks before this. I was avoiding him that morning. He pushed the sign he’d 
been holding into my chest and said he wanted to talk to me. Then he turned around and headed 
toward the hotel parking lot. I hesitated because he didn’t seem ok. But Gray acted like this 
sometimes — he was easily offended and skilled at holding a grudge. It was not completely out 
of the ordinary.
I didn’t catch up to him until we’d entered the hotel through a side-door. I approached him and 
he ignored me. I followed him up a stairwell and pressed him to speak to me. He refused and, at 
the top of the stairs, shut the fire door quickly behind him, leaving me on the other side. I turned 
around, went back outside, and left to pick up lunch for the demonstrators. All of this was caught 
on hotel security tapes.
The Albany Police allege that this interaction is proof of my complicity in Gray Jenkins’s 
atrocious actions last Saturday in Albany. This, along with Gray’s appearance at the protest 
earlier that morning, is according to the Albany Police reason enough to hold eight people 
indefinitely.
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If anything, I am the one who should be questioned. I am the one who could tell them what is 
being said in that security video. The truth is that there is nothing of substance in that exchange, 
and there is absolutely no substance to the accusations against the Albany Eight. That is why 
they haven’t been charged. That is why they’ve been held against their will.
We were framed by Gray Jenkins, who appeared at our demonstration not to protest, but to make 
us look suspicious. Who lured me into the hotel so that I’d be caught on camera. The Albany 
Eight are innocent.
Violence is emphatically NOT a form of protest that Community Bookstore endorses. We are 
peaceful activists for social justice and we never have and never will endorse violence as a 
means to our ends. Gray’s protest, if that’s what it was, is not ours.
The truth is, the Albany Police are giving Gray Jenkins exactly what he sought when he walked 
into that conference room last Saturday morning. He wanted notoriety, and he wanted revenge. 
The longer that the Albany Eight are subjected to this injustice, the longer we remain Gray 
Jenkins’s puppets.
I am sorry that our peaceful protest offered Gray a launching pad and cover for the 
unconscionable violence that he committed. I am sorry for all that happened, but we are not 
responsible. The Albany Eight are innocent. We, too, deserve an apology.
#FreetheAlbanyEight
— Laurea Martin
Assistant Manager, Community Bookstore 
Harlem, NY
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Albany Attack: Mike G raham  Speaks Out
Published Thursday, March 21 /  The Five O’Clock News 
With Terry Hinklie
TERRY HINKLIE, HOST: Good evening. I’m Terry Hinklie and this is The Five O’Clock 
News.
(MUSIC)
TERRY HINKLIE: Tonight on The Five O’Clock News we speak with Mike Graham, who 
was with the Jenkins family just weeks before the Albany Attack and witnessed what we 
believe was the last interaction between father and son prior to Albany. On the Clock at 
Five O’Clock, here’s Mike Graham.
(CAMERA PANS ACROSS DESK TO MIKE GRAHAM)
MIKE GRAHAM, GUEST: Thank you, Terry. I’m glad to be here.
TERRY HINKLIE: Let’s get right to it, Mike. What did you witness in the Jenkins home?
MIKE GRAHAM: My wife, my daughter and I were there for dinner. About halfway through, 
Gray arrived, out of nowhere. And from the minute he walked in the door, I knew something 
was wrong. Not just with him, but the whole family. It was like a hush came over the house 
when he walked in. You could feel it — suddenly we were all on thin ice.
TERRY HINKLIE: The rest of the family was threatened, then. Just by his presence?
MIKE GRAHAM: Yes, exactly. And Gray was trying to stir things up, you could tell. It was 
very uncomfortable, Terry.
TERRY HINKLIE: Sure.
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MIKE GRAHAM: So then, I guess I got up to refresh my drink and there was Gray with a 
knife aimed at his father and with my daughter behind him, like a hostage. He was shouting 
at Jim. I don’t even know what about. I was so worried about Sarah.
TERRY HINKLIE: So two weeks before the attack in Albany, Gray Jenkins was threatening 
his father with a knife. Do you know why he was angry with his father?
MIKE GRAHAM: I could barely listen. That was my daughter behind him. [PAUSE] He was 
angry that his brother was engaged to Sarah, my daughter. He even approached me about 
it earlier in the night. But I don’t know what that had to do with Jim.
TERRY HINKLIE: OK, so a knife is pulled between Jim and Gray Jenkins. Words are 
exchanged. And then what?
MIKE GRAHAM: My daughter escaped out a backdoor and when Gray realized, he lost it 
and just kind of disappeared. He ran out after her and we didn’t see him again.
TERRY HINKLIE: And no one said: let’s call the police? This kid’s a threat?
MIKE GRAHAM: I did! Of course, yes, I did. The only reason I didn’t go after him myself 
was my daughter, my wife. They were so shaken. I said, call the cops. I said, is this 
normal? But Jim and Carolyn played the whole thing down. It was like they’d done this 
before. [PAUSE] I wish I’d called it in. But I trusted the family. And, you know? They should 
have done something.
TERRY HINKLIE: [TURNING TO FACE CAMERA] Another piece in the puzzle of the 
mystery behind the Albany Attack. Patricide or terrorism, Gray Jenkins had made violent 
threats that his family was covering up. Who’s responsible here?
Next, we speak with Dr. Andrew Solomon, author of the book Far From the Tree about 
parents of children who commit murder, rape. In 2014, Dr. Solomon interviewed Peter 
Lanza, father of Adam Lanza who murdered 26 teachers and children at Sandy Hook 
Elementary School in 2012.
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What goes on in these dysfunctional families? What questions does Dr. Solomon have for 
Carolyn Jenkins? We put Andrew Solomon On the Clock at Five O’Clock. With Terry 
Hinklie. Next.
Bekah @Beks_222 • 20 Mar
So proud of .@Luaulau for speaking out for #FreetheAlbanyEight: letters.times.com 
#ProtestHomefront #civilrights #Apologize
Bekah @Beks_222 • 20 Mar
.@AlbanyPD We won’t stand for this injustice. #FreetheAlbanyEight #Apologize
Bekah @Beks_222 • 20 Mar
#FreetheAlbanyEight stands with #JusticeforAlbanyEleven. We just believe u’ll get it with 
#guncontrol #mentalhealthreform #neverforget
June 5
I  hadpost-partum depression after Gray was born. Not something I  ever had with the 
other two, but people say there’s something about your last that can get at you. To my knowledge, 
that’s the only “mental illness ” in our family. That’s what I  told the investigators and they didn’t 
ask anything more about it. But this morning, on the phone with Alison, drinking my tea out o f a 
plain, white mug that Benny bought me at the Safeway, she asked what that was like — the 
depression.
I  fe lt like I  was made o f smoke, I  told her. Where there ought to have been heart and 
brain, intestines and meat, I  was empty.
It was difficult to care for the baby. I ’d  change him and feed  him and pat him i f  he cried. 
All o f it was very mechanical. But then there were these moments, a lot o f them, when I ’d  be 
carrying him down the stairs or shifting him to a hip away from the stovetop. All I ’d  have to do is
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drop him on the stairwell. He was an infant. He couldn’t even hold his head up. I  could put a 
pillow over his face and walk away.
Those moments terrified me. I ’d  leave him on the bed, wish I  still smoked cigarettes, and 
instead do a lap around the first floor o f the house. Did I  really want to kill him?
The worst part was that those moments were the only “alive ” moments I  had during that 
time. I ’ve never told this to anybody. I  don’t know why I  said it to Alison today. It was only in 
those moments that I  fe lt like a human — with a body, a brain, choices.
I t ’s not that I  wanted to kill Gray, I  decided. But I  wanted to know that I  could kill him, 
that I  had that kind o f power.
I  wonder now i f  that’s what got into him, i f  somehow he knew what I  was thinking way 
back then. I  wonder i f  it was Jim, or something else entirely.
Walking laps around our staircase, Gray crying and me not picking him up for fear o f 
what I  might do, I  told myself that it was ok. It was natural to have these feelings. What made me 
human was that I  chose not to do it. I  chose not to kill him.
CNN BREAKING NEWS
Albany Hotel Shooting
Aired March 22 -  1:30 ET
GEORGE FRANEUL: Good afternoon. We’re interrupting our regular programming to bring you 
breaking news out of Albany, New York, where the Albany Eight have just been exonerated and 
are being released. We go now to our team on the ground.
TIM ATTLER, CNN CORRESPONDENT: Hi George. I’m here in front of the Albany courthouse 
and as you can see, a crowd has gathered. Over here we’ve got supporters of the Albany Eight,
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people with signs you can see here. "Free the Albany Eight” it says. And right next to them, 
we’ve got others who are here today to protest the release of these eight young people who’ve 
been held now without being charged for six days. George, I’ve been talking here with Susan 
Miles, who is among those opposed to the release of the Albany Eight. Susan, can you tell us 
what it is that brought you here today?
SUSAN MILES, PROTESTER: I’m here because I want justice for the eleven people who were 
killed here last week. These shootings keep happening over and over in this country and if we 
let these people off the hook, what message does that send?
ATTLER: So you believe that the Albany Eight helped to carry out the shooting?
MILES: Jenkins was standing out there with them an hour before the killing. Laurea Martin — 
the one who went into hiding — she even admitted that they should have been suspicious and 
tried to stop him. To me, that’s culpability.
ATTLER: So anyone who was in contact with him and failed to anticipate what Gray Jenkins 
might do is culpable?
MILES: Within limits.
ATTLER: The family?
MILES: Of course. That’s where all of this starts, after all. I think about Carolyn Jenkins —
ATTLER: I’m sorry. Thank you, Susan. It looks like the Albany Eight are emerging from the 
courthouse right now. There, you can see, George, that looks like Carmen Wex and at her side 
there is her father, Walter Wex, the owner of Community Bookstore where all of this was 
planned. He was not at the protests last Saturday and he has spent the week advocating on his 
daughter’s behalf.
There, Carmen and her father are leading the way out of the courthouse and down the steps 
and the other seven are following. Carmen has her father by the arm. Unclear who’s leading 
whom here. It’s rather cold here today, George, and you can see the Eight are not prepared for 
this weather. They’re dressed in the very same clothes as last Saturday, when it was 
significantly warmer here, George. They must be feeling this chill.
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[SILENCE; CAMERA ZOOMS ON ALBANY EIGHT DESCENDING STEPS]
Carmen! Carmen! You’ve been in there for almost six days, what were the conditions like?
CARMEN WEX, ALBANY EIGHT: [ADDRESSING CROWD] What has happened in the last six 
days is an injustice. And what happened last Saturday at the Hemerian Hotel was atrocious. But 
we were not part of it. Gray Jenkins framed the Albany Eight and the authorities played right into 
his hand when they took us into custody.
What Gray Jenkins didn’t plan and what all of us should’ve expected is that his crime would be 
pinned not only on eight witnesses, but on an innocent black man.
Suspect number two. On Saturday afternoon, the police picked up a black man who was seen 
fleeing the hotel after the shooting. It took them less than an hour to confirm that Samuel Wade 
knew nothing about Gray Jenkins or his plot. And Samuel Wade is still in police custody.
ATTLER: Carmen, why would Gray Jenkins have tried to frame Community Bookstore?
WEX: [TURNING TO CROWD] Why would the police arrest a black man for a crime that is 
consistently committed by men of caucasian and asian descent? Samuel Wade. Say his name.
One Month
June 8
I  was home a week before Sarah stopped by. It was warm and she wore a green, cotton, 
cap-sleeved dress. She brought a Brides Magazine and a box o f Earl Grey tea — one we hadn’t 
tried before. She thought i t ’d  be nice, she said, to try something new.
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I  got up to help but she told me to sit. She filled the kettle and set it on the burner. The left 
one in the back was broken and I  almost — but she knew. She pulled two o f the cheap, white 
grocery-store mugs out o f an overhead cupboard and didn’t ask what had happened to the old 
ceramic ones. Instead, she told me about the latest bestseller at Barnes & Noble, a nothing- 
special mystery-meets-romance.
“So many books in the world,” she said. “And people clamor for the cheap thrills.” She 
rolled her eyes and I  stiffened a bit because I  read books like that. I  suppose she was always 
judgmental, I  just hadn t been bothered by it before.
The kettle whistled and she poured the water, then dunked a teabag into each o f the mugs, 
draping the little string and paper label over the side. We had a tradition o f waiting until the tea 
had brewed to read the fortunes printed on the labels.
“I ’ll get the cream,” I  said but she fanned both hands at me, as i f  I ’d  been on my feet too 
much lately and deserved a rest. I  sat back down.
“Oh — oops!” she said when she opened the refrigerator and a stack o f letters tumbled 
out o f the door. She picked them up and returned them to the shelf.
I  had little caches o f the letters all over the house, buried away like a squirrel’s harvest. 
Some were sympathetic. Others were bitter, angry, or even threatening. I  hadn’t opened all o f 
them, but I ’d  read enough. When I  first got home, they were piled on the dining room table, 
overflowing onto the floor, a few escaped into the hall. And I  found I  wasn t eating because just 
couldn t face them all at once. Piled in the dining room, they barricaded my access to the 
kitchen. So I ’d  divided the letters up and tucked them in drawers, on shelves, all over the house,
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not so much to conceal them as to get them into digestible servings. Even at the time, I  knew it 
was strange. But when yo u ’re just trying to cope, i t ’s whatever works.
“Carolyn? Do you have any cream?” she asked without looking at me.
“They ’re from all over the place,” I  said. “People with something to tell m e.”
She scanned the fridge one more time. It was mostly borrowed casserole dishes from a 
group at church who had organized a meal train. Every evening I ’d  find  a casserole large 
enough for an entire family on the doorstep. Sometimes I  ate a few spoonfuls. But it was like 
opening the letters — it could be sympathy or it could poison. And I  was recovered enough by 
then that I  no longer wanted to die.
Sarah came back to the counter with a half-gallon o f skim milk that Benny had bought. 
Jim used to eat cornflakes in the morning, so we always had milk. I  had no use for it now.
“We ’re thinking o f moving the wedding up,” Sarah said. “Could we still do it in the 
backyard?”
She reached for the magazine and fanned through the first dozen pages.
“You want to have the wedding here?” I  asked. I  had the blinds on the kitchen windows 
closed, but I  knew that the shrine on the front lawn was still growing. I  knew that raw eggs 
dotted the front o f the house like bullet holes.
“June 19th? That’s a Saturday. ”
We paged through the magazine together while Sarah recited wedding details. The 
caterer was willing to work with a different date. We could pay extra to rush the cake order.
She’d  poured too much milk into my tea and it had gone prematurely cold. I  barely sipped 
it, though she finished hers as i f  nothing were wrong.
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“James and I  are moving,” she announced as she stood to clear the table. She peeked 
into my mug and, seeing that there was still tea there, she left it.
“Is that so?” James had mentioned the possibility, but not the decision. O f course, 
though, he was not the decision-maker in this relationship.
“I  arranged a transfer to a store in Eugene.”
“Oregon?” I  understood wanting to leave Springfield. Wanting to leave Virginia, even. 
“Do you have to go so fa r? ”
“James says h e ’s always wanted to go to Oregon.” She kept her back to me while she 
rinsed her mug at the sink. “That’s where all the tech companies are, you know. ”
Sunlight licked at the edge o f the blinds beyond her and I  fe lt sick. The new tea, maybe — 
it didn t sit well with me. And the artificial kitchen light was making me dizzy.
“You’re welcome to come with us,” she said and while I  waited for her to turn around 
and look at me like she was being honest, my eye caught on another cache o f letters, tucked 
behind the blind.
#Apologize with Laurea Martin and Bekah Roper
Published Tuesday, April 16 /  The Five O’Clock News 
With Terry Hinklie
TERRY HINKLIE, HOST: It’s been one month since the attack on Albany and tonight we 
put protesters Laurea Martin and Bekah Roper On the Clock at Five O’Clock with me, Terry 
Hinklie.
(MUSIC)
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TERRY HINKLIE: Good evening. Laurea Martin was not one of the Albany Eight, but she 
was, arguably, the reason they were arrested. Her best friend, Bekah Roper, initiated the 
#Apologize social media campaign that has since taken off. Bekah, how did this get 
started?
BEKAH ROPER: It started with Laurea’s letter to the editor about freeing the Albany Eight.
I originally posted the apologize hashtag in a tweet at the Albany Police.
TERRY HINKLIE: So it started as a demand that the Albany police apologize for the arrest 
of the Albany Eight, who were exonerated shortly after this campaign began. Did you ever 
get that apology?
BEKAH ROPER: [LAUGHS] It was pretty half-hearted. But yes, they tweeted back at me.
TERRY HINKLIE: Here it is on the screen behind us. The Albany Police tweeted, 
“@Beks_222 We’re sorry you’re upset and grateful that the #AlbanyEight situation is over. 
We too #standforjustice.”
BEKAH ROPER: Not exactly the apology I was looking for.
TERRY HINKLIE: What were you looking for?
BEKAH ROPER: Honesty. An admission of wrongdoing. What the Albany police did to 
those eight protesters was illegal. And absolutely nothing has been done about it.
TERRY HINKLIE: Laurea, one of the unexpected turns of this Apologize movement is that 
it’s also been directed at you. Tell us about that.
LAUREA MARTIN: [SIGHS] After I wrote the letter, there were people who thought I should 
have intervened with Gray more strongly in the stairwell before the attack. And people also 
who said I should have called the police. That it was obvious something was about to 
happen.
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TERRY HINKLIE: And they said you ran instead of confront the threat. Was it obvious, 
Laurea?
LAUREA MARTIN: To be clear, I w asn’t running away. I tried to confront Gray without 
success. And no, it wasn’t clear. As I’ve said before, Gray often overreacted to things. His 
behavior that day was not entirely unusual.
TERRY HINKLIE: Laurea, you’ve also been accused of running away later on. While your 
friends were arrested, you went into hiding. Were you running away? Do you owe them an 
apology?
LAUREA MARTIN: I tried to get back to the hotel after the shooting but there was just no 
way. Then when I heard that they were arresting protesters, I thought I’d be more useful 
from the outside, as an advocate, than I could be on the inside. In retrospect, I do regret 
that decision. But only because it’s hurt some personal relationships.
TERRY HINKLIE: You lost your job at Community Bookstore.
LAUREA MARTIN: I did. 
TERRY HINKLIE: Are you sorry?
LAUREA MARTIN: [PAUSE] I’m sad. I’m sad for the families that lost loved ones that day. 
I’m sad that I couldn’t do more than I did. I think about it all the time. It’s the very first 
thought on my mind every day when I wake up. Did I miss something? If I’d opened that 
fire door and followed him down the hallway, would it have mattered? Or would I have 
been the first victim? I don’t know.
TERRY HINKLIE: Well and if you’d have been the first, in an upstairs hallway, would 
people have caught on sooner and fled? Would others have been saved?
[SILENCE]
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Bekah, the Apologize Movement, as it’s now being called, is no longer just about the 
police. It’s not even just about Albany anymore. The hashtag has sprouted a family tree of 
hashtags. There’s hashtag-apologize-NRA calling for gun control and hashtag-apologize- 
obamacare, which is I believe a way of targeting mental healthcare reform. Of course, 
hashtag-apologize-AlbanyPD remains a way of critiquing what happened with the Albany 
Eight as well as with Samuel Wade, the black man who was arrested in the wake of the 
shooting. Hashtag-apologize-my-black-body has sort of turned it around and become a 
vehicle for critiquing a persistent suspicion of the black body in America. And hashtag- 
apologize-Carolyn is an interesting one. It targets Carolyn Jenkins, mother of Gray Jenkins 
and of course, wife of Jim Jenkins. What do you say to this, well, proliferation?
BEKAH ROPER: I love it. I think this is the nature of social media, this take-it-and-run- 
with-it mentality. You know, you reach a lot of people that way. And you get a visibility that 
you don’t necessarily get by staging fifteen people outside of a political conference.
TERRY HINKLIE: The president has certainly responded. He tweeted just last week — 
here we have it on the screen: “.@NRA I’ve apologized, have you? #apologizeNRA 
#Apologize”
BEKAH ROPER: The president was on this almost before we were. He apologized the day 
it happened and vowed to push for reform. But yeah, this is important. I mean, we might 
actually get some gun control legislation, finally, after the umpteenth m ass murder in this 
country.
TERRY HINKLIE: [CAMERA PANS TO FRAME HINKLIE] Hashtag-apologize. Check it out. 
Tweet us @5oclock and tell us who YOU think deserves an apology here. Is it the Albany 
Eight or the Eleven? Samuel Wade?
Back after this with social-media guru Scott Maker to talk about the evolution of the 
hashtag.
June 10
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I  said that I  wasn’t hiding the letters but I  was. Or rather, I  was hiding from them. I  would 
read one a day or so, just so I  could tell myself I  was dealing with it. At least I  wasn t as bad as 
Sarah, who is still trying to figure out how to arrive at her backyard ceremony without going 
through our backdoor, that claustrophobic little coat closet. I ’ve stored letters in there, piled on 
the hat shelf. I ’m surprised the yard itself doesn t trigger her.
Alison, the reporter, asked what I  thought o f the Apologize movement. This was back in 
April, a couple o f days after that tea date with Sarah. Alison and I  talk on the phone periodically 
and it always sounds busy on her end. I  imagine a bustling newsroom, a photocopy machine 
running nonstop on the other side o f her cubicle. I  looked up her photo on the internet that 
afternoon, same time as I  looked up “apologize movement” and found all these articles. She has 
short, blond hair and hazel eyes. She doesn t smile in the picture, but she’s not too serious either. 
She s neutral, the way you want a journalist to be.
“I ’m sorry, I  didn’t know it was a movement,” I  told her. Benny had installed a portable 
phone in the kitchen so that I  could move around the house when I  talked to her. Sometimes it 
helps me to walk.“I ’ve only ever seen it on our lawn,” I  said.
The majority o f what had arrived in front o f the house was to do with apologizing. Some 
people were “Sorry for your loss” (always singular, I  noticed, which was at least better than no 
sympathy at all). Other people wanted answers. Why hadn t we called the police that night that 
h e ’d  pulled the knife? What else did we know about and never address? Was I  sorry? Would I  
EVER apologize?
I  didn t know until I  looked it up that there was a “#apologizeCarolyn” thread. I  read a 
few but they were just so hateful — not unlike the lawn, the letters.
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I  don’t know how anyone else experiences motherhood, but I  guess I  always thought that 
we all make mistakes. O f course I ’m sorry. O f course I  wish that things had gone differently, that 
I ’d  been a better mother. I  wish that Jim had been a better father, that w e’d  been better parents. 
Some days, especially when they were little, it was all I  could do to mix potato flakes with warm 
milk and bake a pat o f mince in a loafpan for dinner. I f  I ’d  managed more than that, would my 
husband still be alive today?
Gray was always being apologized to when he was little. The youngest o f three boys, he 
was always the victim. He knew how to work it, too — for extra attention, a second dessert 
sometimes. I  was always looking for ways to shift the dynamic between them. He could always 
walk away from his brothers, I  told him. He didn’t have to be their punching bag. I  made up a 
little fairytale about his name, about naming him Gray because it meant compromise. My little 
peacemaker, I  called him and hoped h e ’d  internalize it. The irony is, well, so inappropriate.
Meanwhile, I  had to wrench every apology from James, who was downright cruel to his 
brother sometimes. Could I  have done more? Probably. I ’d  put him in a time-out and when he 
came back I ’d  say to him, “James, apologize.” And he would. But coerced apologies are never 
genuine.
I ’ve stopped hiding from the letters. I ’ve put them in Gray’s old room, Jim ’s old 
Homefront headquarters. There’s one pile on the bed, another on the desk, and both are steadily 
growing. I  still don’t read them. After all, no one expects me to respond. I  think that for the 
writers, having written is enough. And for me, knowing that I ’m guilty is as much as I  can handle 
right now.
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(LATER)
Benny just left. The wedding is less than ten days away and Sarah has asked i f  there’s any 
way to install a door in the back o f the garage. Her parents will pay for it, she says.
“Don t be ridiculous,” I  said when Benny told me about it.
“I ’m not going to do it,” he said, half his torso inside the fridge. He emerged with a 
single serving blueberry yogurt, which is about as much as is in there. I  haven’t figured out yet 
how to cook for one.
“I  mean I ’ll pay for it,” I  said, opening the utensil drawer and handing him a spoon.“I ’ll 
pay your labor and everything.”
“I  don t see why she can t just go out the front and walk around.”
“There might be press,” I  warned. I t ’s been over two months and for the most part, they 
seem to have forgotten about us. But you never know.
“Why doesn’t she have it somewhere else?”
“She s just trying to move on, Benny, ” I  said. “Everyone has the right to deal with this in 
their own way.”
He peeled the tinfoil cover o ff the yogurt.“I  can t believe she’s making him move to 
Oregon,” he said and I  realized it had been a long time since I ’d  really talked to Benny. Or 
rather, since I ’d  listened.
“Doesn’t James want to go?”
Benny just rolled his eyes and, leaning his head back, poured the yogurt down his throat.
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“Resilience ” (or What Tragedy Can Do fo r a Political Extreme)
By CHRIS POLLARI APRIL 14
ALBANY, NY -  On March 15th, the Homefront Facebook group had just over three-hundred 
members. Today, the group has over three-thousand members, not to mention a new website, 
blog, and plans to host their next conference in Washington, D.C. this summer. The theme for 
this grand meeting, at which they are anticipating “at least a thousand participants,” will be 
“Resilience.” A Facebook post explains: “We’re pulling the weight of our loss behind us, but we 
will not let it slow us down. Homefronters are dedicated, determined, and we are resilient. We 
will not be terrorized and we will not give up this fight.” This post alone has garnered over 5,000 
“likes” and has been shared over 1,000 times. In fact, if you’re on social media, you’ve probably 
already read it. You probably know quite a bit about the Homefront movement, much more than 
you did a month ago. This is what a mass tragedy can do not just to, but for  a political 
movement.
The Homefront movement, whose inaugural conference was targeted in the Albany Attack last 
month, has come into the public eye in a way that no one could have imagined. Like a phoenix 
from the ashes, Homefront has shown not only resilience but an ability to rise above and beyond. 
How did this small, fringe political group achieve such celebrity in the face of such tragedy?
For starters, they showed up. Homefront representatives were at every press conference and 
every memorial. They did interviews with everyone from Terry Hinklie to Terry Gross and 
populated Twitter, Facebook, and even Instagram with their message of “resilience.” They added 
a donations page to their website and linked to it wherever they appeared in the media, and with 
such success that the site crashed within hours. Within a day, they’d rebuilt and were back 
online. No opportunity to turn the public eye on the movement was left unattended and there was 
not a morning when you read the paper or an evening when you turned on the TV, that you did
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not hear Homefront mentioned. Though at first, questions and speeches were focused on the 
tragedy, leaders have ridden that momentum and remained in the media spotlight even as the 
tragedy fades from public memory. Paul Threader, who has emerged as a Homefront 
spokesperson, is now appearing on CNN news shows to offer perspectives not on Albany, but on 
international relations and economic policy.
The group dealt skillfully with the delicate matter of Jim Jenkins, whose death presented a 
potential PR disaster. That Jim was both father of the killer and a leader of the movement left the 
group with a tough choice: to honor him as a victim or demonize him as a perpetrator. They did 
both, publicly offering condolences to Carolyn Jenkins but not including the family in the 
various public appearances and donation fund for victims’ families. When pressed to offer his 
perspective on the blame that’s being directed at the Jenkins family, Threader has called Jim 
Jenkins “an admirable conservative, but a deplorable father.” With the family still avoiding the 
press, Homefront has been free to sculpt this relationship to its own advantage.
Finally, what began as a relatively narrow economic mission with a passionate but equally 
narrow support base exploded as soon as Homefront made an enemy of “liberal extremists.” 
Even after the Albany Eight were exonerated and released, Homefront did not drop their 
opposition to the protesters, whom they accused of “terrorism.” Suddenly, anyone who opposed 
liberalism in any form found company in Homefront. The movement was no longer narrowly 
about economics, but became a symbol of opposition to liberalism in a political climate that was 
desperately craving a conservative hero.
In an appearance last week on Mark Hannity’s Fox News show, Gary Threader proclaimed, “You 
don’t see us skipping around begging for apologies the way the liberals are. Homefront is 
resilient. We’re moving on.” Threader went on to lambast the GOP for its recent failure to pass a 
conservative federal budget. In the space of four weeks, Homefront has risen from victim status 
to hero. Were it not for Albany — and more so, the movement’s incredible PR work in the
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aftermath — Threader would not be on the Hannity show. Homefront would not be dominating 
your Facebook feed and they certainly wouldn’t be planning a convention in Washington, DC.
Even a self-proclaimed liberal like myself can appreciate the irony: the Albany Attack was meant 
to destroy this group and yet nothing could have more firmly anchored its success.
June 14
When things are looking up, when they ’re better than they have been for a long time, you 
try not to rock the boat. New happiness is fragile and I ’ve learned over time not to prod at it i f  I  
don t have to. There’s something to be said for living in the moment, for enjoying that happiness 
rather than thinking all the way through it.
People say that it was neglectful, criminal even, for me not to call the police when Gray 
pointed a knife at his father last February. They say I  was living in a dream world, that I  was 
trying to make us the perfect suburban family, and Gray didn’t f i t  into it. Rather than bring 
shame in the form o f a police siren in our driveway, I  ignored it. Typical suburban housewife, 
they say. White trash in Pleasantville. This is what the Tweets say. The letters. I ’ve started 
reading them.
The truth is, I  was terrified. I  was standing in the kitchen door, watching Gray slash a 
sharp little blade between his father and Sarah, and I  just kept thinking: I  have a whole arsenal 
o f knives behind me. I  could grab one. Could I  grip a knife in my fist and point it at my son’s own 
neck? For three minutes, however long it went on, I  was paralyzed in the doorway, unable to 
either arm myself or decide not to.
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When Gray disappeared, I  breathed for the first time in what fe lt like hours.But I  didn’t 
move. Jim came to me and he held me for what seemed like the first time in years. He put one 
hand around my lower back and with the other he held my head to his chest. His starched cotton 
dress shirt was stiff, but his body was warm against my cheek, which had gone bloodless and 
cold with fear. I  heard his heart beat.
He said that we weren t calling the police and I  agreed, not for fear o f the neighbors ’ 
judgment or upsetting the fragile state o f our fam ily’s well-being. I  just needed to be told what to 
do. Lock the doors. Call him tomorrow. Check in. Here, sleep close to me.
I t ’s true that things in the Jenkins family were better than ever. James was engaged, 
Benny was back in school, and according to his own accounts, which I  got through the 
occasional phone call, Gray was having success in New York. He liked his job and his boss liked 
him — I  didn’t know h e ’d  been fired until afterwards.
But the big story, really, was Jim. He got involved with Homefront and within a couple o f 
weeks, it became everything to him. He was online every night, “chatting” with other 
Homefronters, planning meetings, that conference. On Tuesday nights, he attended the local 
group meeting and by September, he was driving out to Evansville to help start a new chapter on 
Thursday nights. He camped out in Gray’s room, his “office,” all weekend and even in October, 
when w e’d  become accustomed to spending Saturdays harvesting in the garden together, he 
hardly even asked i f  I  needed help.
“Typical suburban housewife,” they say. My hard-working husband wasn t paying 
enough attention to me. Would I  rather have him depressed on the living room couch? So I  could 
feed  him hamburger casseroles and feel needed?
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I ’ll admit: I  had those thoughts. But wouldn’t anyone? It had always been my role to 
reassure him. He doubted himself and, to help him, I  did not. It was one thing for that role to be 
taken from me, for him to find  his own confidence. That was a big transition, o f course, but even 
I  could recognize that it was a positive one. What was hard was not seeing him, not having a 
single real conversation for the last six months.
Homefront intensified in the fa ll — the election cycle, he explained — and I  was about 
ready to say something, to demand Sunday afternoons, at least, as family time. But then in 
November, he got promoted at work. He was twice as busy, but twice as happy too. He was 
finally making the salary he deserved and had the kind o f responsibility that made it interesting, 
he said, to go into work every day.
He told me these things over quickly inhaled dinners, as he poured his coffee into a to-go 
mug because there wasn t even time anymore to have a cup together before he left for work. He 
had so much going on and he was happier than h e ’d  been since, well, maybe ever. Since before 
the boys were born, certainly. And then Sundays became football-watching with Benny and 
James and that was nice. I  told myself that it was enough, for now. That it was selfish o f me to 
want more o f him because when I ’d  had more, he ’d  been less happy.
One o f the letters today: “Your problem is that you don’t know how to make sacrifices. 
You were selfish and for that reason, ELEVEN PEOPLE DIED.”
Call him tomorrow, Jim had said that night. I f  he doesn t sound ok, then w e’ll call the
police.
I  waited until Monday to call, to give him space and me time to think about what I ’d  say. 
Gray was not a kid you could “check in ” with because checking in implied concern, the
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suspicion that something wasn’t ok. And he was so sensitive that he took even the implication as 
criticism. I  needed an excuse, some other reason to get in touch.
Well, Jim s conference was just two weeks away and on Sunday, as i f  everything were 
normal, he got up at 7:00, brewed a pot o f coffee, and took his usual mug plus the to-go one up 
to his office. He didn t want to have to come down for a second cup, he said.
Around noon, I  was watching some silly made-for-tv movie when Jim hollered down the 
stairs. He wanted to show me something, he said. It fe lt pathetic even then, but I  relished these 
moments when he wanted to share something with me. I  was my old self again, his cheerleader.
When I  walked into the room, he was standing in front o f his computer, watching it like 
the screen itself was his invention.
“Got the donation page up,” he said without turning to look at me. I  took a step deeper 
into the room and looked at the screen. Homefront’s website was now accepting donations and 
Jim and James had spent weeks setting it all up. It had involved a fair amount o f coordination 
because, h e ’d  already explained to me, accepting money made them more than an informal 
group. H e ’d  had to work with an accountant, get a special tax certification, etc. The goal had 
been to do it before the conference.
“Wow, you already have two-thousand dollars?” I  asked.
A little ticker under the donation box was recording how much they’d  made.
“That’s from us,” he said. “Each o f the local leaders is putting in two-K. It was Paul’s
idea.”
“Oh,” I  said. And, not wanting to rock the boat without good, solid reason, I  didn t 
challenge him.
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Instead, I  texted Gray and asked him to check it out for me. Two-thousand dollars was a 
lot for us and I  just wanted to make sure that it wasn t a mistake. I  had met Paul Threader a 
couple o f times and to be honest, I  didn t trust him. Anyway, two birds with one stone, I  thought. 
Now I  had a reason to “check in” with Gray.
He called me a couple o f hours after I  texted. I  almost couldn’t believe it. He apologized 
for Saturday night — didn t know what had gotten into him, he said. Things had been rough at 
work. But he wanted to know more about Homefront. How long had Jim been involved? What 
was his role? Was he really into it?
I  confess: I  told him about the conference. I  emailed him the schedule, a copy o f his 
fa ther’s presentation. He just seemed so interested and I  thought, everything is looking up.
More Than A  Hashtag
Community Bookstore and #apologizemyblackbody 
The Sunday | April 21 
BY KATHLEEN RYNE
I  t ’s seventy-five degrees and sunny on an April morning in Harlem. Overhead, blue sky arcs 
extravagantly between buildings. Chance the Rapper’s latest track blasts from a nearby car 
stereo, competing with classic Tupac on a street vendor’s handheld. It smells like barbecue. All 
signs point to summer in New York.
Just a few fractured tree limbs plus the jackhammered sidewalk panel in front of a 
local pizza spot evidence the long winter that this neighborhood has only recently put behind 
it. The jackhammering happened in a moment of frustration, says a Russo’s Pizza employee. 
An elderly neighbor had slipped on a patch of ice and while she was rushed to the hospital,
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Russo’s staff joined forces with a construction crew that was working across the street. They 
got rid of the ice, but they destroyed their sidewalk.
No one seems to mind. Pedestrians in flip-flops and cut-off shorts skip over the cracked 
cement and trigger the cowbell overhead as they push through the grease-smeared, glass 
doors of the pizza shop. Business is good. In fact, it’s doubled over last month. This has 
nothing to do with the weather. Russo’s is simply the nearest lunch spot to the so-recently- 
infamous Community Bookstore.
I  f  you’re lucky enough to get a stool at the Russo’s counter, you can see the Community 
storefront through the window. It was in much worse shape this winter — hit hard by the 
storm that devastated most of Manhattan. The warehouse-like interior flooded, ruining many 
of the books and the iconic chandelier that used to hang in the front of the store. A local 
contractor, whose son had been tutored at Community, volunteered to do the repairs, which 
were more extensive than anyone could’ve expected. Hence the construction crew. Hence the 
jackhammer.
Where once the windows were cloudy, their imperfections covered over in duct tape, 
Community’s storefront shines in the spring sun. The unheated vestibule that smelled 
persistently of mildew was replaced with a far grander entrance: a set of recovered, antique 
double doors that open onto a weaving, yellow-brick-road style ramp. The chandelier that was 
always too heavy to hang from a warehouse ceiling has been creatively flipped on its head and 
fitted with a large, rectangular tabletop that is the store’s centerpiece.
“We call it Community Table,” says Walter (aka Wally) Wex, owner of Community. “You 
come and share a meal or a book or a conversation.”
One month ago, no one was coming in to share much of anything. Wally’s daughter, 
Carmen Wex, was being held in Albany along with seven friends and colleagues from 
Community Bookstore. These were the Albany Eight, accused of having conspired with Gray
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Jenkins to plan the Albany Attack. Rocks came through the windows, Wex says. The phone was 
ringing off the hook and half the time callers left messages in which they audibly spat into the 
phone.
But almost as quickly as it had been villainized, Community Bookstore bounced back 
as soon as the Eight (as they are called here) were exonerated and released. With the 
charismatic Carmen Wex leading, protesters and eventually the entire neighborhood rallied 
around a new and perhaps, for this community, more relevant injustice: the March 16th arrest 
of Samuel Wade.
This is a classic example, says Carmen Wex, of a man being “singled out for his black 
body”. Samuel Wade was picked up by police as “suspect number two,” an alleged accomplice 
to Gray Jenkins. Though Wade was quickly found to have no connection to Jenkins or the 
attack, he was held in police custody for unlawful possession of a firearm — a charge that 
Carmen Wex says was a cover-up for the fact that the police had only ever picked Wade up 
because he was “a black man running.”
“We teach our boys never to run,” Carmen explains. “Even when there is violence. Even 
when there is terror and fear and a whole bunch of white people fleeing from a disaster, our 
men are supposed to keep their composure. They’re supposed to walk. Anything else would be 
suspicious.”
I  n the back of the store on this Saturday afternoon, a few teens have propped open the 
emergency exit and set up two long, rectangular folding tables in the courtyard out back. One 
table is scattered with permanent markers, puffy paint, and scissors. The other is a laundry pile 
of white t-shirts. “They were organized,” one of the teens, Germaine, explains.
Germaine showed up at Community the day after The Eight were released. She was 
outraged at their arrest as well as that of Samuel Wade. So were others. By Sunday, March 
24th, two days after the Eight’s exoneration, Community Bookstore was packed to the gills
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with angry, upset, disappointed people who wanted to do something. “There wasn’t an empty 
seat at Community Table,” Wally says. “So we started organizing.”
Germaine is in charge of monitoring the t-shirt station, where anyone can come create 
“a white t-shirt for the black body,” she explains — a literalization of the idea that blackness in 
America is only acceptable when covered up. People flow through the store in a steady stream 
throughout the day. It’s become something of a landmark for locals and tourists alike. There’s a 
suggested donation of $5 to make a shirt, and while some people don’t pay at all, Germaine 
says she’s collected upwards of $200 for a single shirt.
Today, Germaine’s white t-shirt is cut off to expose just a thin strip of midriff. Some 
days, she says, she exposes much more, “because why should I hide my beautiful black body?” 
Which is a good point, and when pressed about whether the white t-shirt campaign might be 
confusing the group’s message by covering up, she replies: “It’s reflecting reality. I don’t see 
what’s confusing about that.”
Across Germaine’s chest in thick, capital letters are the words “WHY AM I 
SUSPECT?” and underneath, in smaller print, “#2,” a dual reference to Albany’s Samuel Wade 
and the campaign the group is building around suspicion of the black body. She turns around 
to show the back of the shirt. Between her shoulder blades in multi-colored Sharpie is: 
#apologizemyblackbody.
This hashtag is at the core of the community organizing that has overtaken Community 
Bookstore in the month since the campaign started. The t-shirts are all over the streets of 
Harlem — you can’t walk from Russo’s to Community without passing at least three. But there 
are also thousands of Tweets, Facebook posts, and other digital footprints of this message not 
just in Harlem but from around the country and even around the world.
“It’s gaining momentum,” Carmen says during a quick, coffee table interview. 
Community used to serve food, but couldn’t keep up with the demand as of a few weeks ago. 
Rather than worry over it, they closed the kitchen, moved the free coffee to the front of the
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store, and allowed anyone to bring their own food in. Hence Russo’s recent success. Hence the 
coffee table.
“I think this is what we’ve needed for a long time — a way to express anger and share 
stories, like people are doing through this hashtag,” Carmen explains. She cups her hands 
around a mug of weak, raspberry tea. She is stunning in neutral colors and popping, red 
lipstick. “But we also need a place, an actual physical place to come where what’s happening to 
you all day every day out there is not the reality.” She takes a quick breath and continues:
“This is headquarters, HQ right here. In the age of the internet, we forget how much physical, 
geographical space matters. The civil rights movement of the 1960s wasn’t won with Tweets. I 
mean, it wasn’t won, period, or we wouldn’t be doing this. Samuel Wade would never have 
been picked up. But the success they had was won with sit-ins and marches and rallies. We 
still need that face-to-face. That real human contact.”
Carmen, who has not yet quit her day job as an elementary school art teacher, is 
quickly becoming the face of the #apologizemyblackbody movement. When asked if that cult of 
personality is also needed, she stands up from the coffee table.
“It’s about all of us” she says. “Everyone has something to contribute. That’s 
Community.”
# apologizemybackbody is planning its first major demonstration for “Juneteenth” (June 19th) 
which commemorates the emancipation of slaves in Texas in 1865 though the holiday is 
recognized as a celebration of African-American freedoms more broadly. June 19th is still two 
months away, which Germaine explains is a risk.
“But we’re gonna keep the energy up,” she says. “If we can keep it going until then, 
there’ll be no stopping us.” Protests will be staged simultaneously in all major U.S. cities. 
They’ll demand a reexamination of the criminal justice system because, as Germaine explains, 
it unfairly targets the black body.
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In addition to the protest, the group has a team working on a media and advertising 
campaign that will challenge portrayals of the black body in popular media. “It’s all part of the 
momentum,” Germaine explains, excited.
A glut of visitors pushes through the bookstore’s double doors. They follow the yellow 
brick road as far as it goes, to Community Table, and then stop as if in need of direction. Wally 
comes around the counter. Germaine waits in the courtyard. Carmen looks up from a book she 
is sharing at the Table with a teenager.
“Welcome to headquarters,” she says. “What can you do for us today?”
June 20
Why should I  be sorry? Why should I  feel sorry for anyone but myself and my family 
anymore? At a certain point, once yo u ’ve taken a certain amount o f revenge, you no longer 
deserve an apology.
They ruined the wedding. Absolutely ruined it for Sarah, for James, the guests. For me.
The ceremony was to begin at 3:00 and guests had begun arriving at 2:30. We’d  
convinced Sarah to keep it small — thirty people, mostly family. They were parking all up and 
down the street, so many cars that you didn t notice a few extra.
Sarah was upstairs with her mother and two cousins, getting ready in my bedroom. She 
wanted the photographer to take pictures o f her sitting at my vanity. She asked i f  I  would give her 
something to “borrow” — her cousins had provided “something old” and “something new” and 
she’d  woven blue iris into her hair. I  offered the only thing I  could think o f with real meaning — 
my crane necklace. But it didn t suit her dress and I  didn t blame her for taking her mother’s 
diamond bracelet instead.
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At 2:55, I  was herding people into their seats, cuing Benny to change the music. The 
preacher was already waiting at the end o f the aisle, a hips-wide space between folding chairs 
borrowed from the church. Sarah had insisted that we litter it with flower petals — blue iris, 
she ’d  insisted upon though the florist had warned that iris are just a single petal and that, i f  
crushed underfoot, they’d  look more like a mistake than decoration.
James was waiting at the backdoor, which I  opened right at 3:00. He walked me down the 
aisle, and though I  should have been watching where I  stepped, I  got lost in the moment. Things 
had been so bad for so long. So bad. And it was finally looking up. He kissed my cheek, just like 
w e’dpracticed. I  kissed him back and sat down.
I  looked at Benny, who was watching the sweet, little door that h e ’d  installed in the back 
o f the garage for Sarah. At her request, h e ’d  built a wooden awning overhead and last weekend, 
James came over with a few pots o f ivy and spent hours weaving it into the wooden lattice-work. 
I  didn t even know you could buy ivy in vine form. But it looked lovely, really. Sarah had been 
demanding but her vision had paid off.
Benny put on the processional music. Marla, who was sitting across the aisle from me, 
stood. I  followed. The guests did too and we all turned and watched that door.
When it opened, Mike emerged first, smiling despite everything. I  know h e ’s never been 
James’s biggest fan, but he loves his daughter and tries to support her. He stepped out and held 
the door, then turned and took Sarah by the hand. When she stepped out, it started.
“Apologize! Apologize! Apologize! ”
They’d  gathered out front — not many but enough that their voices carried over the
house.
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“Apologize! Apologize! ”
A chant over the processional.
“Apologize! Apologize! Apologize! ”
There was hardly time to admire Sarah, who had found a dress that suited her, who had 
even agreed to kitten heels. Her mother had paid $100 to put a French twist in her hair. Her 
makeup was fairy-like.
She winced with every step down the aisle. Not the kitten heels, I  thought, as the chanting 
took on a rhythm. I  turned around and looked at James, who could not conceal the pain in his 
face the way Sarah had. Couldn’t I  do something, his eyes begged. So I  looked at Benny, standing 
behind the sound system and he just looked away. H e ’s never liked her anyway, he confessed 
later.
And so we did nothing. We followed Sarah’s example and pretended this wasn t 
happening.
Everyone was seated. The preacher spoke up, louder than he might have. The cousins, 
who were sitting behind me, whispered. The vows were said, the rings exchanged, the kiss 
invited. Sarah had made James practice — not just a peck, she’d  instructed, but nothing sloppy 
either. He pulled away so quickly that the cousins giggled. They, too, had made known their 
disapproval o f James.
The newlyweds processed down the aisle and once they were inside, Benny and a few o f 
his friends got to rearranging the chairs around tables for dinner.
“Apologize! Apologize!” The chant never changed.
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The guests moved to the back o f the yard, where one o f James’s co-workers was tending 
bar between my newly planted flower beds.
When Sarah and James didn t emerge after a few minutes, I  went inside to get them. 
Through the kitchen window on which, for the first time in months, the shades weren’t drawn, I  
caught sight o f the protesters. As they chanted, they thrust their signs into the air: “#Apologize ” 
and “#ApologizeCarolyn.” They were dressed up, as i f  for a wedding.
Eventually, I  found Sarah and James in his bedroom in the basement. She refused to come 
out, he explained, tears in his eyes. I  cried. I  couldn’t help it. She wasn t crying, but she wasn’t 
speaking either. I  sent the cousins in to try to talk to her. Marla tried. Mike. Nothing.
We served dinner and even brought out the cake. There was no ceremonious cutting o f the 
first slice, no playful feeding offrosting to each other. H alf the guests left before dessert anyway.
“Apologize! Apologize!”
The chanting hadn t stopped for more than five minutes since it began and I  imagine that 
the guests had to push their way out o f our yard. They hadn t asked for this. They were just 
bystanders. What did they have to apologize for?
Benny’s friends stayed and drank the booze and cleaned up the yard. The protesters left 
when Marla and Mike did, which was not until the very end.
I  thought about going out there, mid-ceremony, and apologizing. I  thought about shouting 
it back at them, over the house. Wouldn’t that have been dramatic? Wouldn’t that have made ME  
the hero.
But I ’m not stupid. I  know they were never there for the apology anyway. They were there 
to put themselves on one side o f a line and me and my family on the other. I f  they were opposed
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to us, they were NOT us. Their mothers were not Carolyn, their fathers not Jim. And their sons 
were certainly not and never could be Gray Jenkins. This was the strategy: protest as a way o f 
protesting the possibility that we are you.
The image I  can’t get out o f my mind is the younger cousin. Still a teenager, I  think, and 
after an hour o f giggling at the kiss, the music, the DJ, she finally broke down. In her pink, 
taffeta dress that swished with each convulsion, she huddled under my peach tree and cried and 
cried and cried.
One Year
March 16 ISSUE
Interviews with Carolyn 
A three-part series by ALISON PIMA
NO APOLOGIES
Carolyn Jenkins reflects on the one-year anniversary o f the Albany Attack 
[PART 3 OF 3]
|  met Carolyn Jenkins for the last time a few weeks ago, in a coffeeshop in the Virginia suburb 
where she still lives. She’d described the shop to me over the phone: it’s called B.Y.O.M. 
(“Bring Your Own Mug”) but referred to as “Biome.” The decor is rainforest-themed: thick­
trunked trees and bright green vines painted in bubbly acrylic on the storefront windows. I had a
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hard time locating the door, camouflaged as it was, and when I 
pushed inside, found myself in what seemed to be a combo 
greenhouse/bakery — humid and crowded by potted plants, but 
smelling like browned butter.
I scanned the seating area for the woman I expected: 
alone in unassuming dress, still gaunt with grief, keeping 
quietly to herself in a corner. I wondered why she’d chosen to 
meet in such a quirky spot when all of our other meetings had taken place in her home, nearby. 
She leaned around a young waitress, who had paused at her table for a chat, and waved to me. 
The waitress excused herself. In slacks and an orange blouse, Carolyn stood and shook my hand. 
As it had always been, her handshake was soft. But this time, it was also confident.
I sat down and with an eye on the tangle of plastic ivy hanging from the ceiling, I asked 
why she’d chosen to meet me here. “I like the muffins,” she said. And then, with a slight wince, 
added: “And as much as I hate it, I think it’s important that I be seen.”
arolyn and her husband, Jim, raised their three boys in a small colonial about a mile from 
the coffeeshop. The neighborhood is as typically suburban as they come. Modest but 
healthy lawns stretch between the potholed street and a uniform line of vinyl-sided, three- and 
four-bedroom homes. Kids play street hockey and shout over the low, steady roar of the highway, 
which cuts through the neighborhood just a few blocks over.
Gray Jenkins was the youngest of the three boys. James and Benny, his older brothers, 
have both moved out of town since that fateful March morning when Gray stormed into 
Homefront’s inaugural conference and shot eleven people, including their father.
“The notoriety was too much,” Carolyn explained, her hands cupped gently around a mug 
she brought from home, this being the quirky premise of B.Y.O.M. The mug, a souvenir brought 
back from a trip her husband took to Washington D.C., used to be his favorite. “They need to 
move on with their lives. But me — I don’t expect to move on from this. And I just decided, 
well, I ’m not hiding anymore.”
Carolyn walks to B.Y.O.M. every morning at eight. She orders English Breakfast tea and 
a muffin — corn is her favorite, a preference developed in her country childhood. She brings a
Interviews with Carolyn 
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journal and, when she can, writes in it. When she cannot write, it’s because she’s talking to 
people.
“At first, they outright shunned me. My table had a little moat of empty ones around it,” 
she said and waved her arm in an arc to indicate her buffer zone. “At least the staff are used to 
me now. And they know who I am.”
To most people, she is the mother of a mass murderer — an identity that she has come to 
accept and that, as she says, she feels is important to keep in the public eye. Otherwise, she fears 
that people will forget about the Albany Attack and, in forgetting, stop working on reforms that 
might stop it from happening again. She cites the president’s executive order on gun control.
“But I’m not usually the one talking,” she corrected when I asked if the president’s order 
is one of the issues she raises with B.Y.O.M. customers and staff. “Very few people want to hear 
me talk. Sure, they want to know why. But I can’t answer that. Mostly, they want to tell me what 
happened to them that day and their theories about what went wrong.”
She looked up from her mug which, our meeting being too late in the afternoon for 
caffeinated tea, was filled with hot chocolate.
“They don’t all blame me,” she added.
n the weeks after the Albany Attack, a social media movement carried by the tag 
® “#Apologize” drew attention to a number of targets for blame. #ApologizeCarolyn pointed 
at Carolyn herself and became a vehicle for discussing the responsibility of families and friends 
in cases of public violence. The #ApologizeCarolyn thread did blame Carolyn.
“What people forget,” Carolyn said without sounding
angry or bitter, “is that I am also the mother of two happy, Interviews with Carolyn
healthy boys. That sounds like me saying ‘It’s not my fault’ PART 2
and I guess it is that, in a way. But my point is that it’s not
When I asked her what she thought of the 
#ApologizeNRA and #ApologizeObamacare threads, she 
cited the research of Park Dietz, a psychiatrist who proposed 
in the late 1980s that mass murderers with weapons 
obsessions are compensating for a sense of powerlessness.
my fault alone.”
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By bringing up mental health, we’re proposing that these people are crazy, which is also a way of 
reassuring ourselves that normal people — our sons, our brothers — could never do a thing like 
this.
“This isn’t the story of a kid who was doomed to become a monster,” Carolyn explained. 
“And what’s worse, I think, is that there’s real danger in simplifying it down to just one cause — 
or even a handful of causes. Because if he was doomed, then there’s no way to stop this from 
happening again.”
“How do we stop it?” I pressed.
“Not by apologizing,” she declared and immediately lunged forward as if to suck the 
words back into her mouth before they cross the table. She was leaning over the centerpiece, a 
vase stuffed with synthetic, floppy red-petaled flowers, when she added: “I don’t mean to sound 
insensitive. But if I apologize, people will think that blame has been assigned, the mystery 
solved, and so they can forget about it. Tuck it away. Worry about things like their grocery lists. 
Their kids’ test scores. My apologizing and the president’s executive order — they feel like 
solutions. But anything that allows us to dismiss our most urgent concern that there is a problem 
here — well, that’s just perpetuating the problem.”
She lifted her mug to her mouth and drank like it was some kind of elixir.
arolyn still sees her middle son, Benny, regularly. He moved last year into Richmond and 
comes home a couple of times a month, like many twenty-somethings, for a free meal and 
laundry. She is planning a trip out west, where her eldest son and his wife are expecting a baby 
this summer. She’ll visit for a couple of weeks — long enough to be helpful, she says, but not so 
long that it starts to feel normal.
“In part, it’s scary for me to think about going to a place where I’m not known, since 
March 16th forms so much of my identity now. It’s like when new mothers say they miss the 
attention they got when they were pregnant. Will people even notice me? I don’t remember what 
it’s like to be anonymous.”
She is less worried about the anonymity than about the other side of that coin: that it 
means people are forgetting.
“And once they forget, once people like you stop calling me up and buying me hot 
chocolate at this weird little place, and writing about it all — as soon as we stop talking about
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this and about everything that went wrong to allow it to happen —” She paused, swallowed a 
mouthful of what must’ve been stale saliva, her mug long-since emptied. “That’s when it 
happens again.”
Alison Pima has been a staff writer for the magazine since 2015. She covers mass shootings and 
related tragedies.
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